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GLOSSARY OF TERMS 
Term Meaning 
Aspects of practice (AOP) 
AOP is the overall description of the way a category of 
description of conception becomes expressed in terms 
of the reported practice of the instructor. 
Category of Conception 
Categories of conception are found in the data 
through the process of data analysis, and not 
through a “pre-determined framework” (Walsh 
2000, p. 21). The data represents the connection 
between the participant’s perception and the 
phenomenon under investigation. The categories 
are a classification of like-minded conceptions. 
Dimension of Variation 
A dimension of variation describes the levels of 
variation found within the categories of conception. 
Group work 
Group work is defined as two or more group 
members working together to achieve a common 
goal. Group work is the domain of education. 
Instructionism 
Is an educational theory that relates to the teacher 
teaching, a more didactic approach to instruction. 
Teamwork 
Teamwork is defined as the collaborative effort of a 
team of people to achieve an outcome in the most 
efficient means. Teamwork is the domain of 
industry, sport as well as education. 
Online Group Work Online group work is defined as two or more 
students collaborating using ICT regardless of their 
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geographic location to each other (Garrison, 
Cleveland-Innes & Fung 2010) 
Online learning 
Online learning is that the instructor and the 
student are separated by time and distance, where 
the gap is bridged by technology. (Nava Jyothi. K 
(no date)) 
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ABSTRACT 
In higher education, group work is recognised as a collaborative learning activity. Group work in 
online courses has been cited as challenging and too difficult to manage. Much research has 
examined group work to determine both the impeding and facilitative factors, mostly from the 
perspective of the students’ experiences of group work. Few studies have examined the instructors’ 
experiences of group work, and more specifically, instructor conceptions of their role in online 
group work. By understanding what instructors think about group work in online courses, it is 
possible to support instructors to increase the use of online group work. 
Prospective employers consistently call for business graduates to be able to demonstrate 
collaborative teamwork skills as part of their employability skill set. Group work in undergraduate 
courses is seen as the appropriate mechanism for teamwork education. Collaborative teamwork 
skills are considered the second most sought after demonstrable skill in a prospective employee; 
communication skills being the most sought after. How then can universities engender a growth in 
online group work as a means of ensuring their online undergraduates are being educated to 
develop their collaborative teamwork skills? 
This research examined the conceptions of instructors about their group work experiences. A 
phenomenographic research approach was considered the most appropriate, as 
phenomenography allows for all variations of conceptions to be considered. Phenomenography 
facilitates the closer examination of a phenomenon, for example, how students learn. By examining 
the conceptions individual instructors have about their role in group work, patterns of practice were 
illuminated. 
In total 51 university professionals contributed to this research. The conceptions of two different 
cohorts were sought: academics and educational developers. Phenomenographic data was 
gathered using a sequential multi-method approach, which included an online Delphi study, an 
online instructor questionnaire, and semi-structured interviews. The data illuminated six categories 
of conception, together with four dimensions of variation. 
The six categories of conception of the role of the instructor in group work found in this research 
are: Non-Starter; Starter; Co-ordinator; Trusted Advisor; Reflector; and Actuator. The four 
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dimensions of variation that show the levels of complexity within each of the categories are: The 
Instructor Cognition; Group Work Processes; Use of Collaborative ICT; and Reflective Practice. 
An outcome of this research is a teaching and learning pattern for online group work. It is 
anticipated that the teaching and learning pattern will be the basis of a community-centred 
professional development program for instructors, or educational developers, as like-minded 
colleagues willing to engage, learn and share how to systematically and effectively offer group work 
in online courses. 
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“The role of a university is fundamentally to teach students to think.” Today, 
“technology-saturated graduates are also expected to be able to collaborate, 
communicate effectively, problem-solve and have basic standards of digital 
literacy to participate in the workforce.” Davies (2016, p. 7). 
 
 - THESIS INTRODUCTION 
This study sought to investigate the phenomenon specifically described as ‘the instructor’s role 
in online group work’. To better understand this phenomenon, individual practices of group work 
were examined to determine “a limited number of qualitatively different ways” an instructor 
perceives their role in group work (Marton 1994, p. 4424). The outcomes of this research will 
hopefully contribute to changes in practice in the higher education online education 
environment.  
If one instructor revisits their decision and offers online group work because of this research, 
then this study has been beneficial. 
The incentives for providing a learning environment that is conducive to the development of 
knowledge sharing teamwork skills has been identified in research, recognised by industry and 
is the basis for Government funding.  
The purpose of this Introduction chapter is to situate, contextualise and justify the need for the 
research. The chapter will commence with the broader context in which the research has been 
undertaken. It will then present the scope of the study, the central and subsidiary research 
questions, the problem statement, the aims and objectives of the research as well as an outline 
of the thesis. The chapter will conclude with a chapter summary and introduce the forthcoming 
chapter. Details of the broader research environment will now be presented. 
1. The Broader Research Environment 
The broader environment in which the research was undertaken can be diagrammatically 
represented (see Figure 1-1). Whilst not all factors have a bi-directional relationship between 
them, all elements are inter-related within the higher education online course environment. 
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Figure 1-1: The Broader Research Environment 
The factors that make up the context of the research within the complex higher education 
environment are presented as dot points (in alphabetical order): 
 academic and educational development staff 
 educational technology 
 graduate attributes 
 group work 
 higher education online business courses 
 information systems 
 learning pedagogy 
 online learners 
 prospective employers 
 teamwork 
As diagrammatically represented in Figure 1-1, online learning is part of the complex higher 
education landscape (Betts, K & Heaston 2014; Betts, KS 2014; Bigatel et al. 2012; Bolliger 2004; 
Bolliger & Wasilik 2009; Cheong & Corbitt 2009; Gikandi, Morrow & Davis 2011; Goold, Coldwell 
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& Craig 2010; Rienties, B., Brouwer & Lygo-Baker 2013). The Internet together with advances in 
information communications technology (ICT) tools has spurred the number and range of online 
courses on offer to the public (Barrett 2013; Cheng et al. 2013; Liaw 2008; Soffer & Nachmias 
2018). With an exponential development and growth of education ICT tools, learning is occurring 
in virtual learning spaces, as well as in traditional classrooms (Goold, Coldwell & Craig 2010; 
Guillaume 2018; McQuiggan 2012; Soffer & Nachmias 2018; Toven-Lindsey, Rhoads & Lozano 
2015). Such ICT tools have untethered learning opportunities from the tradition of lecture halls 
where the lecturer was respected as the keeper of knowledge (Gikandi, Morrow & Davis 2011). 
Access to online learning and virtual learning spaces is now very much in the control of the 
individual learner. To this end, An, Kim and Kim (2008) and Ruey (2010), claimed that online 
learning environments offer learners opportunities and the flexibility to engage anywhere, and 
at any time.  
A discussion of how the research fits into an information systems (IS) environment will now be 
presented. 
2. Information Systems Research 
“Group work is required for those intending to enter the information systems 
profession and is necessary to derive maximum benefit from courses, particularly 
those involving systems analysis and design.” (Davey, B et al. 2016, p. 89) 
Alter (2008, p. 451) defines IS “as a work system whose processes and activities are devoted to 
processing information, that is, capturing, transmitting, storing, retrieving, manipulating, and 
displaying information.” Studying online using a Learning Management System (LMS) portal for 
housing courseware content, represents such information processing as defined by Alter (2008). 
And so, students who participate in online group work, utilise IT, use IT with discipline-specific 
content, conduct research through an LMS to upload their group work artifacts for assessment, 
are using an IS work system as defined by Alter (2008). 
Lee (2013) argued that the seminal work of Hevner et al. (2004) (p.1) as the “the founding ideal 
in information-systems research”. According to Hevner et al. (2004) the fundamental principle 
why IS are developed and implemented is to ensure the efficient operation of organisations. 
These researchers recognised that IS and the organisations they support are often complex.  
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Figure 1-2: IS Research Framework (Adapted from Hevner et. al 2004) 
In Figure 1-2: the IS Research Framework diagrammatically shows the processes of information 
systems research where people, organisations and technology are contributing factors. 
According to Morales (2010) by combining these elements, the research achieves the ultimate 
objective of adding to the information systems knowledge base. The design of a purpose-specific 
IS involves a sequence of IS-design processes which often includes the production of an 
innovative digital-product as the IS-artifact (Hevner et al. 2004).  
Hevner et al. (2004) promoted the view that IS research was conducted in two complementary 
sciences: behavioural science and design science. Behavioural science as understood by Hevner 
et al. (2004) as being research that uses the development and justification of relevant theories 
that aimed to represent what was known to be the truth. Design science as understood by 
Hevner et al. (2004) was research by development and evaluation that aimed to represent the 
usage of a product, system or model. Hevner et al. (2004) offered that models frequently 
represent the connection between the problem and the solution whilst enabling researchers to 
better understand a system’s problem, hypothesising how an artifact may solve the problem. 
The role therefore of IS research is to develop a process, model or artifact based on known 
theories to solve a particular organisation’s problem (Hevner et al. 2004). IS-artifacts are 
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constructed and informed by the relevant IS-frameworks and underpinning theories (Hevner et 
al. 2004). Subsequently, the evaluation of the IS-artifact provides a clearer understanding of the 
problem and better informs the development of the artifact (Hevner et al. 2004). The artifact, or 
secondary outcome of this research is a teaching and learning pattern for online group work. 
The end-users of the outcomes of the research could be other researchers, instructing academics 
and educational developers. Details of the research space will be presented in the next section. 
3. The Research Space 
The specific context of the study is defined as the instructor in a virtual learning community. The 
study is not of group work per se, but the conceptions of the instructor about their role in group 
work. In Figure 1-3: The Research Space diagrammatically shows the research space of this study. 
 
Figure 1-3: The Research Space 
The research space is shown as the area between group work, online group work and the 
instructor. The phenomenon under investigation was the conceptions the instructor has about 
their role in group work. It is only by understanding the conceptions the instructor has, we build 
an argument for more online group work to be offered. The research is not about group work, 
online group work, or the students’ conceptions of group work. The discussion will now present 
the motivations for the study. 
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4. Significance of the Research 
“Research is at the very heart of academic life” (Boyer 1992, p. 89). Cities around the world have 
sought to develop or attract a university for the purpose of producing and sharing knowledge 
for the benefits of their local entities (Charles 2011).  
As part of their role to create and share knowledge through research, universities have a 
responsibility to educate and credential graduates for roles that will advance the competitive 
financial economy (Oraison, Konjarski & Howe 2019). Universities are dynamic institutions under 
great pressure to operate competitively in a technology enabled global environment, whilst 
continuing to make significant contributions to their communities through research and 
ensuring their growth and continued success by positively impacting the student learning 
experience (Salmon, Gilly & Angood 2013). Education policy has changed over time in response 
to Government policy (Bigatel et al. 2012; Murray & Lonne 2006). Higher education institutions 
are forced to constantly consider how they can make their courses rich in learning, whilst being 
financially viable and scalable (Friedman & Friedman 2011; Salmon, G. et al. 2015). To ensure 
higher education institutions are responsive to Government policy to develop a qualified, skilled, 
innovative and responsive workforce to ensure a competitive global economic environment 
(Gagne, Briggs & Wager 1992; Murray & Lonne 2006), with some University funding being 
contingent on graduating work ready graduates (Gagne, Briggs & Wager 1992), group work 
learning is one of the many strategies universities can utilise to guide the development of work 
ready graduates. 
As early as 2007, research was showing that online group work was not always offered in online 
higher education courses (Roberts & McInnerney 2007). A decade later, research shows that 
instructors still find the task of creating “productive, collaborative learning challenging to sustain 
over time” Reinmann (2018, p. 48). During this period of time, few research studies have 
examined the challenges of online group work (Koh & Hill 2009), particularly from an instructor 
perspective (An, Kim & Kim 2008). With Kraiger (2008a, p. 503) specifically asking, “what should 
the role of the instructor be?”. And, Riebe, Girardi and Whitsed (2016) stated there is minimal 
research on the application of teamwork teaching and learning. All-the-while, higher education 
providers delivering wholly online courses have a responsibility to develop the collaborative 
teamwork skills of their online students (Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005), whilst acknowledging 
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there is further research needed to determine ways of minimising the negative impact of social 
loafing in collaborative learning (Yang, Ghislandi & Dellantonio 2018). 
Davies (2016) in his conference presentation, declared that universities are now expected to 
teach young people how to thrive in a digital workplace. In that same year, and again in 2018 
the Australian Association of Graduate Employers Ltd., (A.A.G.E.) reported that employers were 
expressing their dissatisfaction with the teamwork skills of recent graduates (A.A.G.E. 2016, 
2018). The A.A.G.E. called for educators to pay greater attention to the teamwork skills of their 
learners, particularly in business related disciplines (Riebe, Girardi & Whitsed 2016). Informed 
by the 2014 A.A.G.E. Report, these researchers claimed that industry is constantly seeking new 
employees that can effectively work with others to achieve the goals and objectives of their 
employers. From their employer surveys, the A.A.G.E. declared collaborative teamwork skills as 
one of the two most important attributes a graduate can have (A.A.G.E. 2016). Much earlier, 
Chinowsky and Rojas (2003) recognised that virtual teamwork is essential in multinational and 
interdisciplinary partnerships within global organisations. 
In the information communications technologies (ICT) Rienties, B., Brouwer and Lygo-Baker 
(2013) recognised that there is an increase in the learning possibilities brought about by ICT. 
Bolliger and Wasilik (2009) believed the growth of online courses was attributed to the appeal 
of flexibility and availability for non-traditional students. Non-traditional students are those who 
are outside the 17 – 22 years of age range (Kasworm 1990) who seek to learn in learning spaces 
other than face-to-face classrooms. Garrison, Cleveland-Innes and Fung (2010, p. 31) recognised 
that “new communications technology will advance the evolution of higher education”. Bigatel 
et al. (2012) posit that further advances in educational ICT tools will impose more changes to the 
way education is offered and accessed by learners in a global environment. A global environment 
is defined as having “permeable borders” (Shadive, Hwang & Huang 2015, p. 123). 
Whilst it has been identified in the previous discussion that motivations for the study were 
determined by the requirement of higher education institutions to produce industry-ready and 
digital-workplace-savvy graduates, the following problem statement provides an insight into the 
objective of the research. 
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5. Problem Statement 
Universities are also tasked with the function of educating their students in preparation for work 
roles which contribute to the economic viability of our global society.  
It is recognised that the ability of graduates to undertake collaborative work online is required 
by industry (A.A.G.E. 2016, 2018; Donelan & Kear 2018; Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011; Sandri 
2018; Smith et al. 2011). It has been established that online courses often do not include group 
work (Roberts & McInnerney 2007), with many students resisting online group work (Chang & 
Kang 2016; Roberts & McInnerney 2007; Smith et al. 2011). Roberts and McInnerney (2007, p. 
257) asking, “Why then is online group learning not more widely practiced, particularly within 
higher education?” 
Research has found that the success or otherwise of group work to achieve course objectives 
can be variable (Gibson & Kinsey 2018; Kavanagh et al. 2016). Much research has focused on the 
students’ conceptions of group work. This research has shown that students are reluctant to 
engage in online group work because of its’ challenges (Barcelona & Rockey 2010; Chang & Kang 
2016; Donelan & Kear 2018; Roberts & McInnerney 2007; Smith et al. 2011; Wilson, Brickman & 
Brame 2018; Xu, Du & Fan 2015). Whereas, limited research studies have investigated the 
conceptions of in-service instructors about online group work (An, Kim & Kim 2008), with these 
researchers arguing that conceptions and experience can influence a willingness to offer online 
group work as a learning tool. Or, is there a reluctance to practice online group work as Baskin, 
Barker and Woods (2005) argued, because the principles of engagement in online group work 
are much more complex than in face-to-face group work? Donelan and Kear (2018) found that 
online instructors were unconvinced about group assessment practices, as opposed to assessing 
an individual student’s work. 
A mechanism for increasing the amount of group work in online courses would be to provide a 
teaching and learning pattern as a guide to instructors (Bower et al. 2014; Laurillard & Ljubojevic 
2011; Seoane-Pardo & Garcia-Penalvo 2014). Consequently, it has been useful to investigate the 
experiences of educational developers to find what they see as valuable components of such a 
design pattern. 
The scholarly motivations for this research will now be presented. 
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6. Group Work and Online Group Work 
Group work, is recognised as a learning tool that facilitates collaborative learning (Oliveira, 
Tinoca & Pereira 2011), has been widely adopted in Australian higher education as a tool for 
learning (Friedman & Friedman 2011; Gibson & Kinsey 2018; Koh & Hill 2009) and, is thought of 
as “an important preparation for professional careers, providing a level of real-world 
authenticity” (Smith et al. 2011, p. 121). Group work is defined as two or more individuals, 
working as individuals and together, to achieve a common goal (Choi & Kang 2010). Similarly, 
Riebe, Girardi and Whitsed (2016) defined teamwork as two or more students interdependently 
working toward a common goal with personal accountability. Online group work has the 
potential to optimize student learning (Chang & Kang 2016). 
In education, learning pedagogy points out that knowledge is not simply transmitted from one 
person to another (An, Kim & Kim 2008; Hase 2001), learning is as a result of interaction by 
acquisition, enquiry, discussion, practice and collaboration (Laurillard 2012). Whilst in group 
work much of the learning occurs in student-to-student interaction with no instructor presence 
(Davey, B et al. 2016). 
7. The Value of Teamwork Skills 
In our humanistic role within our family, our circle of friends, sporting and work colleagues, we 
are reliant on the social interactions that groups provide (Murray & Lonne 2006). Therefore, as 
individuals co-habiting or working with others, we must have the team skills to work effectively 
to achieve common goals.  
Team work skills are recognised as an important part of the personal transferrable skills set 
(Bennett 2002). Successive governments have recognised that to remain competitive in a global 
economy, education and training providers have a substantial role in producing graduates with 
transferrable employability skills (Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005; Bridgstock 2009; Gagne, Briggs 
& Wager 1992). Bennett (2002) understood transferrable skills as those that were essential to 
enable us to work well with others, to organise our work, as well as the capability to effectively 
use information technology (IT). With Cochrane (2004); (Spencer-Oatey & Dauber 2017; Wang 
2010) recognising that prospective employers are seeking graduates who are creative, self-
directed learners that can work in a collaborative team, including those from a range of 
backgrounds and countries. Most recently, The Australian Association of Graduate Employers 
(A.A.G.E.) 2018 Employer Survey reported that of the 111 employers surveyed, teamwork skills 
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was the second most important skill employers are seeking in a graduate, communication skills 
being considered the most important (A.A.G.E. 2018). 
Through their work as university lecturers, Murray and Lonne (2006) believed that higher 
education institutions are not the ideal education providers of team work skills. Tight teaching 
timetables, overcrowded curriculums and lack of organisational support are all issues that 
academics endeavour to manage on a daily basis (Murray & Lonne 2006). As early as 2006, 
Parsons and Drew (2006) noted that higher education institutions had started to use group work 
for instruction more regularly. Yet it is known from research into group work, students find 
working in groups difficult, frustrating and often unproductive for many reasons, which are: the 
potential for conflict between group members; assigned roles and responsibilities rather than 
assumed; slow or poor communication between group members; assessment that does not 
recognise the true level of contributions; and no contributions (Donelan & Kear 2018; Koh & Hill 
2009; Reinmann 2018; Roberts & McInnerney 2007; Smith et al. 2011).  
8. Collaboration Scripts and Patterns of Instruction 
Dillenbourg (2002, p. 61) identified that “a collaboration script is a set of instructions prescribing 
how students should form groups, how they should interact and collaborate and how they 
should solve the problem”. Laurillard (2012) contends that scripts can also be identified as 
patterns. Patterns for instruction are recognised as a “sequence of teaching-learning activities” 
(Laurillard 2012, p. 103). Patterns for instruction are reusable, repeatable, adaptable, 
transferrable and are cross-disciplinary (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). A pedagogical pattern, 
captures the pedagogy of instruction and is a way to articulate, test, and share the principles of 
good instructional practice (Laurillard 2012) and as a means of improving pedagogical practices 
(Fioravanti & Barbosa 2018). The term teaching and learning patterns is the preferred expression 
for a design pattern, and pedagogical pattern throughout this thesis. 
9. The Aim and Objective of the Research Study 
To better focus the research study, the problem statement was identified as the lack of 
opportunities being provided to online students to participate in group work as a means of 
honing their collaborative knowledge sharing skills in preparation for employment. With the 
objective of the study to engender a growth of online group work by understanding how the 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
 
Thesis Introduction   Page 11 
  
instructor conceives their role in group work. An outcome of the study is a teaching and learning 
pattern for online group work. 
10. Central Research Question 
A central research question was written to guide the research and to ensure the research 
findings addressed the identified problem. The central research question is: 
What are the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work that would 
inform the development of a teaching and learning pattern that could build capacity 
and engender the growth of online group work? 
11. Subsidiary Research Questions 
The following subsidiary research questions were written to further guide the research: 
1. How have the individual conceptions of instructors informed their decision 
making in relation to group work? 
2. What are the conceptions of educational developers and instructing academics 
on the capacity of patterns for teaching and learning? 
12. Research Approach: Sequential Multi-methods 
The aim of the research was to improve online group work by examining the conceptions of 
instructors in relation to their role in group work. As a means of achieving the aim, a sequential 
multi-method research design was adopted (Brewer & Hunter 1989). Three different methods 
were implemented in three stages; each stage being informed by the previous stage. Two 
cohorts of research participants contributed to this research, which were: academics and 
educational developers. Stage one of the research was an online Delphi study, stage two an 
online instructor questionnaire, and stage three, semi-structured face-to-face interviews. Each 
stage had a separate objective. Stage one’s objective related to teaching and learning patterns. 
Stage two’s objective related to the broader instructional environment of instructors. The third 
stage’s objective was to examine individual experiences of group work. The overall objective was 
to better understand the phenomenon of an instructor facilitating group work as a means of 
addressing the stated problem. 
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The Online Delphi Study 
The objective of the online Delphi study was to seek the conceptions, opinions and insights about 
teaching and learning from educational developers about group work and the use of patterns 
for instruction. Nine educational developers participated in the online Delphi study. Over three 
rounds, participants provided responses to questions and statements relating to group work and 
online group work. The final round of the online Delphi study concluded with the distribution of 
a consensus statement. Refer to Appendix Three: Consensus Statement. It was anticipated that 
the data from the first stage of the research would inform the phenomenographer, if a teaching 
and learning pattern for online group work was an appropriate outcome of this research.  
Recognising that educational developers are not instructors of group work themselves, their role 
requires them to advocate and promote the advancement of collaborative teaching and 
learning. Educational developers are often required to work within specific disciplines, or across 
varied disciplines according to their university’s hierarchical structure. Their awareness and 
knowledge of the principles and practices of both patterns for teaching and learning as well as 
group work, was critical in focussing the preliminary stages of the research. The objective of 
stage one was to seek the opinions of educational developers; conceptions expressed as their 
opinions. Conceptions are recognised as critical thinking combined with experience. The most 
appropriate research method for examining the conceptions of educational developers was by 
implementing an online Delphi study with the educational developers as a panel of experts.  
An Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Using short answer, multiple choice and yes/no questions, the objective of stage two of the 
research was to investigate each instructor’s instructional environment. The research 
participants in stage two were higher education academics as instructors of group work. Twenty-
one academics participated in the online instructor questionnaire. The online instructor 
questionnaire consisted of seventeen out of the twenty-three questions related specifically to 
group work and their instructional role. The questions were presented as multiple choice, 
yes/no, true/false and short answer. 
Similarly, in stage two of research, via an online instructor questionnaire, academics were asked 
about the principles and practices of group work. The answers to a number of these online 
questions provided the research with insights about their instructional-teaching environment. 
These insights make reference to the complex environments that influence their decision making 
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in what teaching and learning tools they use in their courses. From these findings, the impact of 
the instructor’s decision to start or relinquish group work is discussed in Chapter 7: Discussion. 
In summary, the objectives of stage one and stage two of the research were to investigate 
practices of group work and the knowledge of teaching and learning patterns. Finally, the 
objective of stage three was to deepen the understanding of the practices of group work of 
instructing academics. In semi-structured face-to-face interviews, questions were asked to 
produce specific details of experience and conceptions of group work.  
Semi-structured Interviews 
The objective of the semi-structured interviews was to find out what the individual actions of 
instructors were when leading and managing group work. Sixteen semi-structured face-to-face 
interviews were conducted with academics. Ethics approval to record interviews was granted 
and recorded interviews were subsequently transcribed verbatim.  
Trigwell (2000, p. 63) argued that phenomenographers “view that meaning is constituted in the 
relation between the person and the phenomenon”. Using semi-structured face-to-face 
interviews, the instructors’ conceptions of their role in group work were sought. The interview 
transcripts reveal the meaning, in turn, the meaning illuminates the conceptions.  
 An adapted interview questioning technique of what, why and how (Couger 1996), supported 
with prompting strategies (Pitts & Browne 2007) was implemented. Prior to undertaking the first 
interview, training using a mock-interview technique was facilitated by the senior and associate 
researchers. 
The most appropriate method for capturing all of the conceptions of instructing academics about 
their role in group work was the research approach of phenomenography. Phenomenography 
as a research approach is briefly elaborated on in Section 13 to follow. A fuller discussion on data 
analysis in this phenomenographic study will be presented in the Design and Methodology 
chapter (see Chapter 4). 
In summary, by adopting a sequential multi-method approach it facilitated a separate objective 
for each stage with all data forming a single data set. The single data set is consistent with the 
outcome space of a phenomenographic research approach. The discussion will now present the 
rationale for adopting phenomenography as a research approach. 
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13. Phenomenography 
“Phenomenography is the empirical study of the limited number of 
qualitatively different ways in which various phenomena in, and aspects of, 
the world around us are experienced, conceptualized, understood, perceived 
and apprehended.” (Marton 1994, p. 4424) 
The instructor’s conceptions of their role in online group work was the phenomenon under 
investigation in this research. It is contended that their individual conceptions constrain their 
actions in their role as designers and managers of group work. Our conceptions influence our 
future actions. By understanding these conceptions we have a means of influencing a change in 
practice. With the ultimate aim of the research being to positively influence online instructors 
to offer more online group work to their students as a collaborative learning activity.  
In this research phenomenography was used as the lens for analysis and as the guiding 
methodology. Phenomenography allows the component parts of the phenomenon to be 
examined for their connections to each other and together as a whole (Patrick 2000). 
Phenomenographic data analysis allows the researcher to focus on the similarities and the 
differences between the ways the phenomenon is conceived by the research participants 
(Marton 1994). Phenomenographic research provides insights into teaching and learning 
(Dall'Alba 2000). 
In this research, a phenomenographic research approach was used to examine the conceptions 
of instructors about their role in group work. The conceptions were interpreted, grouped and 
labelled as hierarchical categories of conception. Each category of conception is defined by 
aspects of practice (AOPs) recognised in the data as dimensions of variation. Each category of 
conception is distinct. By understanding each of the categories of conception, and how it 
represents the conceptions of the instructor, it is possible to positively influence the capacity of 
the instructor, moving them along the continuum of capability. A continuum of capability is the 
X axis which positions each of categories so that each category can be visibly modelled as a 
structure. 
14. The Research Participants 
The participants in this research are academics and educational developers employed by 
universities. The six universities in this research are fully accredited universities according to the 
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Australian Government’s quality framework. All of these universities offer blended and wholly 
online graduate courses. The structure, culture and operations of these universities are 
governed by their own higher-education-based policies and procedures.  
In each of their respective employment roles, the research participants are leaders of higher 
education courses. Their respective job roles and titles inferred their credibility to participate in 
this research. The academic instructors who participated in this research were specifically sought 
for their knowledge and experience in instructing undergraduate and post-graduate courses in 
higher education. Instructing academics from a wide range of disciplines were sought as research 
participants. Twenty-one (21) academic instructors participated in the online instructor 
questionnaire and sixteen (16) academic instructors participated in the face-to-face semi-
structured interviews. The job titles of the academic instructors included Lecturer, Senior 
Lecturer and Head of School. The disciplines of the instructors were from are listed as: 
Accounting; Data Science; Education; Information Systems; Information Technology; Library 
Studies; Logistics; and Nursing.  
Implementing their University’s strategic plans as the main role of higher education in society, 
may or may not be resonant with, or high on the list of priorities for academics and 
administrators within universities (Sutphen, Solbrekke & Sugrue 2019). Academics however are 
educators, and as educationalists themselves are loyal to the process of learning, as well as 
adding to the ‘body of knowledge’, whilst committing energy and time to their discipline-related 
research, plus, writing for publication, teaching, and the ever-increasing amount of 
administration required for their courses. Without exception, the academics in this research 
declared they are time poor, and that their scholarly activities consume insurmountable 
amounts of their time, often without suitable recognition or favour. It can be easily understood 
by researchers and others alike that when an academic says they have little time to spend on 
the semantics of online group work, this revelation can be readily acknowledged.  
The educational developers by contrast, expressed that they do have the time and expertise to 
focus on the practice of higher education teaching and learning. This group of professionals 
recognised their role as having the expertise and hence see themselves as capable leaders, 
prepared to assume the responsibility for teaching and learning related projects and professional 
development programs within their employing University. The working relationships between 
educational developers and academics can range from a respectful acceptance of each other’s 
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role and function, to a mask of superficial friendliness that disguises their disdain of each other’s 
position on the organisational hierarchy, and occasionally indicated by an off-hand comment or 
negative insinuation. The research participants in this study are either an academic or an 
educational developer.  
The educational developers who participated in this research were sought for their expertise in 
leading the development of online collaborative group work using teaching and learning patterns 
as outlined in the ‘Invitation to Participate’ email. (See Appendix Eight: eMail Invitation). Nine 
educational developers made up the panel of Delphi experts. These panel members were 
employed by four different universities across four states of Australia, and their job titles 
included: Educational Developer, Senior Co-ordinator Digital Learning Design, Learning Designer 
and Senior Academic Developer. 
Both cohorts were sought for participation because of their expertise and willingness to 
participate. 
15. Recruiting Research Participants 
Names, job titles and email addresses of prospective research participants were found on 
publicly available university websites. Recruitment of participants continued until there was a 
range of disciplines represented in the study. A total of 317 email invitations were distributed. 
A Participation Information and Consent Form (PICF) accompanied each email invitation. The 
PICF gave an overview of the study, what their contribution would be and an estimation of the 
time they would need to set aside. All prospective participants were guaranteed their 
anonymity. 
16. Scope of the Research 
To guide the research the central research question is expressed as: “What are the conceptions 
of experienced instructors of group work that would inform the development of a teaching and 
learning pattern that could build capacity and engender the growth of online group work?” The 
outcome of the research is twofold. In the first instance, the findings of the research seek to 
address the identified problem. Secondly, the identified patterns of instruction of individual 
instructors will inform future iterations of online group work by way of the publication of a 
teaching and learning pattern. The study is not of group work per se, but the conceptions of the 
instructor about their role in online group work. The term instructor is defined as being a higher 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
 
Thesis Introduction   Page 17 
  
education academic whose job includes or has included teaching of undergraduate or post-
graduate courses. 
17. Introductory Key Readings to the Research 
Primary research and published academic literature informed this research. Contemporary 
literature relating group work and teaching and learning patterns for instruction will be 
presented in Chapter Two as the theoretical background to the study.  
18. Key Readings: Teaching and Learning Patterns 
Laurillard (2002); (Laurillard 2007, 2009; Laurillard 2012; Laurillard et al. 2013; Laurillard & 
Ljubojevic 2011; Laurillard & McAndrew 2003) providing the theoretical underpinnings of using 
patterns for instruction, educational technology software and the impact of technology on 
education.  
19. Key Readings: Phenomenography 
In Chapter Four the seminal work of Marton (1981); (Marton 1994), as well as the work of 
Bowden (2000); Andretta (2007); Svensson (2006); Davey, WF (2014) and Cope (2000) guide the 
phenomenographic research approach adopted for this study; Brewer and Hunter (1989) 
providing the methodological framework. 
20. Key Readings: Co-operative and Collaborative Learning 
As key readings for the preparation of this research study, the seminal work (Johnson & Johnson 
2009a, 2009b; Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007; Johnson, Johnson & Stanne 2000) on co-
operative and collaborative learning theories were undertaken. These theories are essential to 
online learning (An, Kim and Kim (2008); (Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005; Choi & Kang 2010; 
Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011; Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010; Soon & Sarrafzadeh 2010; Tsai 2010; 
Xu, Du & Fan 2015). 
The five essential elements as promoted by Johnson and Johnson (2009a) pertinent to co-
operative learning, are: positive interdependence; individual and group accountability; 
promotive interaction; interpersonal and small group skills; group processing. Each of these 
terms will be dealt with separately. 
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Positive interdependence exists when individuals in the group recognise that their contribution 
is essential to the success of the group as a whole which “is at the heart of cooperative learning” 
(Johnson & Johnson 2009a, p. 6).  
Individual and group accountability according to these theorists recognises that the group must 
be accountable for the output of the group, where each member must be individually 
accountable for their contribution. Johnson and Johnson (2009a) coined the term hitch-hikes, 
where an individual relies on the work of another, or others in group work. 
Promotive interaction describes the positive interactions between members of the group, 
where they encourage, praise and support each other (Johnson and Johnson, 2009). 
Interpersonal and small group skills recognise that students new to group work need to learn 
how to work with and alongside others. Johnson and Johnson (2009a) maintained that working 
co-operatively is more difficult for some students rather than working alone.  
Group processing, according to Johnson and Johnson (2009a) can be summarised as a 
continuous improvement process where group members discuss their progress, recognise and 
act to change behaviours in order to succeed. Johnson and Johnson (2009a) argued that all five 
essential elements are critical to co-operative learning regardless of the size of the group. Co-
operative learning is now an accepted form of instruction at all levels of education where 
students work together to maximise learning, their own, and their peers (Johnson & Johnson 
2009a; Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007). As a result of the work of Johnson, Johnson and Stanne 
(2000) co-operative learning theory is commonly cited in more recent research. 
The terms co-operative learning and collaborative learning are often used interchangeably, yet 
they are very different forms engagement (An, Kim & Kim 2008). Collaborative learning aims to 
shift the learning paradigm to student-centred from instructor led; which is known as the more 
didactic approach to instruction. An, Kim and Kim (2008) argued that knowledge cannot be 
transmitted from instructor to participant, or participant to participant, instead, knowledge is 
developed through a process of social experiences within the classroom, which is, collaborative 
learning.  
Co-operative learning is fundamental to successful collaborative learning. Dillenbourg (1999) 
simply defined collaborative group work as doing the work together. However, collaborative 
learning aims to shift the learning paradigm to student-centred learning and away from 
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instructor led learning. Collaborative learning instruction is based on learning tasks that 
necessitate student-to-student interactions (Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010) more specifically, a need 
to ask questions, articulate reasoning and justify opinions (Glaser 2002). Collaborative learning 
in an Information Technology (IT)-enabled environment is known as computer supported 
collaborative learning (CSCL) (Bennett 2002). Glaser (2002) held that in CSCL, IT is important as 
the mediator of social interactions between group members.  
21. Key Readings: Group Work 
Roberts and McInnerney (2007) found that group work can provide a more effective learning 
environment for some learners, particularly an isolated learner. 
“Every student, and every academic, has a horror story to tell about student 
team work. Tension, tantrums and tears. And that’s just among the 
academics! While students report both good and bad experiences of team 
work, the sheer volume of assessment involving team projects makes it 
imperative that we higher education teachers implement student team 
projects properly and well. This is apart from any intrinsic value to students 
that learning teamwork may have as a graduate attribute.” (Kavanagh, Neil 
& Cokley 2011, p. 2) 
Proactively Ensuring Team Success (The PETS Process): A Guide to Effective Student Project 
Teams in Higher Education is a publication developed for higher education instructors to guide 
their practice in leading, managing and assessing student group work. Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley 
(2011) recognised that whilst most group work learning outcomes meet the course objectives, 
some groups perform poorly because of the dysfunctional attributes within the group. These 
authors hold that the “two major causes of dysfunctional teams are social loafing and unresolved 
conflict” (p.6). The PETS Process is a systematic approach to managing student groups and has 
the potential to improve both individual and the group’s performance (Kavanagh, Neil & Cokley 
2011). 
The PETS Process Guide to Effective Student Project Teams in Higher Education is the product of 
a four-year study funded by the Australian Government, more specifically, The Office for 
Learning and Teaching. The study titled: ‘Business education in the 21st century: Examining the 
antecedents and consequences of student team virtuality’ was conducted in three higher 
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education institutions, which included the University of Southern Queensland, The University of 
Western Australia and The University of Melbourne. The PETS Process: A Guide to Effective 
Student Project Teams in Higher Education publication is pertinent to this research, both as an 
empirical benchmark of exemplary practice, as well as being a critical theoretical reference. 
22. Key Readings: The Instructor 
Through discipline-related experience, or formal study, instructors themselves are masters of 
their discipline-specific content, knowledgeable in education-specific technology and cognisant 
of what it is to learn (Laurillard 2012). Whilst, Bell and Kozlowski (2002) hold that the role of a 
virtual leader is to build, monitor and manage outcomes, Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011) 
argued the instructor’s role is to create the conditions and environment conducive for effective 
teams. 
It could be argued that all group work instructors fall under the category of pedagogical 
practitioner, by default their job title of academic determines this. Similarly, a category relating 
to their expertise on discipline specific content is an automatic category, given their academic 
achievements essential to their employment role. Therefore, the words, pedagogical 
practitioner and academic, are terms relevant to this research as general descriptors rather than 
specific categories of conception that delineate variations; instructing academics are 
pedagogical practitioners. The focus of this research is group work learning rather than the broad 
area of learning pedagogy. 
In summary, at each stage of this research, academic publications and research journals inform 
and guide the research. A background literature chapter follows, calling our attention to the 
contributions to knowledge by scholarly theorists and seminal researchers. To conclude the 
chapter, a table detailing the thesis structure will be presented followed by a chapter summary. 
23. Thesis Structure 
This thesis consists of eight chapters as well as a glossary, a list of references and relevant 
appendices. Each of the chapters are briefly summarised in the following table. 
Table 1-1: Thesis Structure 
Chapter One – Thesis 
Introduction 
The Introduction chapter situates the research within the 
complex environment of higher education online courses. This 
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thesis endeavours to capture patterns of instruction actuated by 
the instructor’s conceptions of their role in group work. 
Chapter Two  ̶  Literature 
Review Group Work  
 
This part of the Background chapter argues that the instructor’s 
role in group work can be complex whilst being pivotal to the 
students achieving the learning objectives of the course. 
Chapter Three – 
Literature Review 
Patterns of Practice 
This part of the Background chapter provides an overview of the 
use of patterns for teaching and learning. 
Chapter Four –  
Design and Methodology 
The Methodology chapter discusses the combination of multi-
methods research design using phenomenographic data analysis. 
The chapter concludes with a discussion of the sequential multi-
method research design adopted in this research and its’ 
contribution to knowledge. 
Chapter Five –  
Preparation for Analysis 
This chapter presents a cross-section of the data gathered in each 
of the three stages of the study. The purpose of this chapter is to 
demonstrate the authenticity and adequacy of the data as 
preparation for analysis. 
Chapter Six –  
Analysis of the Findings 
This chapter provides details of the phenomenographic data 
analysis which illuminated the findings of the research. The 
findings are six categories of conception and four dimensions of 
variation within each of the categories. 
Chapter Seven – 
Discussion 
This chapter discusses the findings of the research. 
Chapter Eight – 
Concluding the Research 
In this chapter the central research and the two subsidiary 
research questions are answered. This chapter also presents the 
summary of the research project, the anticipated contributions to 
theory as well as the limitation of the research along with further 
research opportunities. 
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Chapter Nine – Final 
Chapter 
In this chapter the contributions to theory and the applications of 
this research into the practice of group work will be discussed. 
Chapter Ten – 
A Secondary Outcome of 
the Research: A Teaching 
& Learning Pattern Map 
for Online Group Work 
In this chapter a teaching and learning pattern for teaching and 
learning of online group work is presented as a model. It is 
proposed that the teaching and learning pattern for online group 
work will be the basis of a professional conversation with like-
minded instructors. 
 
24. Chapter Summary 
In this chapter the discussion situated the research in the complex environment of higher 
education online course offerings. Within this environment are the mitigating factors of 
government policy, education policy, industry’s call for a capable, collaborative workforce, and 
when combined influence and justify the need for this research study.  
Concluding this Introduction chapter, the following points are offered as an overview of the 
research: 
 the research was conducted in the higher education online courseware environment; 
 a problem identified and stated; 
 research questions were written to pinpoint the problem and scope the research 
environment; 
 the research study was informed by primary research and contemporary academic 
literature; 
 how a contribution to knowledge was achieved; 
 the research design identified. 
The exponential growth of Information Communications Technology (ICT), the Internet as well 
as the continual evolution of collaborative software for education has spurred the number of 
online courses available to global populations. At the same time, research identifies the use of 
online group work has not increased proportionately. 
Core to this research are patterns of practice of group work. A phenomenographic research 
approach facilitated the examination of the conceptions of instructors which illuminated that 
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the instructor’s role can be represented as hierarchical categories of conception. In the next 
chapter, published research pertinent to group work processes and the use of patterns for 
teaching and learning are presented. 
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 – LITERATURE REVIEW GROUP WORK 
1. Introduction 
Group work began to be used as a learning tool in the 1980s and is now widely used in higher 
education courses (Parsons & Drew 2006; Roberts & McInnerney 2007). Group work is utilised 
in education as a learning strategy to facilitate the acquisition of team skills as a graduate 
attribute (Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005). Group work and online group work have three 
common factors, which are: 1) group work processes; 2) the instructor as facilitator; and 3) 
individual learners brought together to form a group.  
Much research has focussed on group work (Wilson, Brickman & Brame 2018), particularly the 
students’ experiences, with little research focussed on online group work (Xu, Du & Fan 2015). 
Other research found that in group work the instructor has many multifaceted tasks, in fact, 
there is no stage where the instructor is passive or redundant (Urhahne et al. 2010).  
This research study has sought to examine the perceptions of instructors about group work with 
the objective of building the capacity and engendering the growth of online group work. 
Phenomenography as a research approach enables the phenomenographer to examine 
individual perceptions of the instructor implementing group work as categories of conception. 
The goal of phenomenographic research is “to explore the variation in the collective conception 
of the experience” Andretta (2007, p. 154). This background chapter will present the findings of 
research into group work by other researchers for the purposes of determining the major 
concepts existing the literature as background to the study.  
The following points summarise the background literature to follow in this chapter: 
 group work as a teaching approach 
 the context of the research was the higher education online course-ware environment 
 the instructor is central to this research 
 the instructor can affect their instructional environment and is impacted by their 
working environment 
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Known knowledge domains influenced and guided the development of the background 
literature framework. The knowledge domains are summarised in Table 2-1: to follow. Group 
work is a significant knowledge domain in this research. 
Table 2-1: Table of Knowledge Domains 
Technology 
Domain 
Knowledge Management Domain 
The Instructor 
Domain 
ICT Group Work 
Patterns & 
Instructional 
Design 
The Higher 
Education 
Environment 
Instructor 
Cognition 
 
The knowledge domains presented in Table 2-1: above is an excerpt of the full table presented 
in Chapter 4 – Design and Methodology. (See Tables: 4-1: to 4-3:). A range of theoretical 
arguments and findings from the research of others about group work will be presented in the 
coming sections. 
2. Group Work 
Group work is one of the most researched teaching approaches (Wilson, Brickman & Brame 
2018). Group work is used for problem-based learning, team-based learning, process-based 
oriented enquiry based learning, case-based learning and peer-led team learning (Wilson, 
Brickman & Brame 2018). In essence, group work is the infrastructure for interactive learning 
which enables learners to create a dynamic environment to communicate and promote their 
sharing of knowledge (Chang 2018). 
Groups have been defined groups as individuals brought together to interact with each other to 
work on a common task (Garrison 2009; Murray & Lonne 2006), whereas, teams are defined as 
a diverse group of people with similar values and norms, yet different skills and brought together 
to achieve a common goal (Murray & Lonne 2006). According to Murray and Lonne (2006) groups 
are the domain of education, whereas teams are synonymous with sport, or in the workplace. 
Young (2006) held that there is power in working in groups and that groups have existed for as 
long as humans have existed. These researchers used the example of building the pyramids as 
an example where groups outperformed individuals.  
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Higher education project groups are groups of students, also recognised as a set of people, 
identified and defined by each other, that have frequent interactions with each other to work 
on a common task for an agreed purpose (Garrison 2009). The key concepts of Garrison (2009) 
model of groups are: 
 a set of people engaged in frequent interaction, who 
 identify with one another 
 are defined by others as a group 
 share beliefs, values, and norms about areas of common interest 
 define themselves as a group 
 come together to work on common tasks and for agreed purposes. 
In this research, twenty-two group-work-specific publications have been cited, and over fifty 
percent of these publications were based on empirical research. These publications provide a 
broad and comprehensive perspective on group work to the research. The result of the literature 
analysis relating to group work has been organised into eight sub-topics. The sub-topics chosen 
for discussion are:  
1. the benefits of group work; 
2. student responsibilities in group work; 
3. instructor responsibilities in group work;  
4. conceptions of students about group work; 
5. conceptions of instructors about group work; 
6. problems, issues and hindering factors of group work; 
7. students need guidance to do group work. 
8. the conceptual perception of the instructor as the facilitator of group work. 
Each of the chosen sub-topics will be presented in terms of a phenomenographic focus aligning 
to this research, commencing with the benefits of group work and concluding with, the 
conceptual perception of the instructor as the facilitator of group work. All citations are listed 
by their publication date, from the most recent to the earliest. 
3. The Benefits of Group Work 
The literature review into group work depicts group work as being dynamic, where no two 
groups are the same, and always achieving different outcomes. As a means of providing a context 
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to their research into group work, other researchers have argued the benefits of group work for 
learning. From the research of others, the following statements encapsulate the argument for 
the use of group work:  
 Online group work can optimize student learning, whilst the distributed workload avoids 
one person doing all the work (Chang & Kang 2016).  
 When done effectively, online group work will optimize student learning (Chang & Kang 
2016). 
 Group work is considered a means of preparing graduates for team work in employment 
(Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005; Parsons & Drew 2006; Riebe, Girardi & Whitsed 2016). 
 Group work is used for experiential education as a means of creating real-world learning 
opportunities (Barcelona & Rockey 2010). 
 Group work is used as a co-operative and collaborative learning tool (An, Kim & Kim 
2008; Choi & Kang 2010; Roberts & McInnerney 2007; Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010). 
 Online group work enables learners to develop higher order critical thinking skills as a 
means to building knowledge (Koh & Hill 2009).  
 Koh and Hill (2009) found that online group work provided their students with an 
opportunity for informal social interactions.  
 Learning theory tells us that knowledge is not simply transferred from the instructor to 
the student, it is borne from collaborative discussion (An, Kim & Kim 2008).  
 The benefits of online group work are compelling (Roberts & McInnerney 2007). 
 For socialisation purposes group work is instrumental in the development of personality 
(Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005). 
 Group work has been recognised as a motivational tool within the cycle of learning 
(Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005). 
Learning in groups has been found to be beneficial for both traditional face-to-face learners as 
well as online geographically dispersed learners. Prospective employers recognise group work 
learning as preparation for working in teams in employment. Higher education policy recognises 
that educating for teamwork as a graduate attribute is an obligation. As in a team, each member 
of a group has a responsibility to work together to achieve the objectives of the task.  
Literature relating to student responsibilities in group work will be presented in the coming 
section. 
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4. Student Responsibilities in Group Work 
Research has shown that groups perform better when individuals assume a responsibility to 
engage, contribute and share the workload (or study load) to enable the entire group to succeed. 
The following excerpts from the literature encapsulate the concept of student responsibilities in 
group work: 
 Chang and Kang (2016) recommended that the group, not the instructor, should have 
the responsibility of deciding on the role of each group member.  
 High-performing student group work consists of three phases: planning; 
implementation; and completion, which together demonstrate participation and 
engagement (Choi & Kang 2010).  
 Effective collaboration does not happen automatically, some students are willing to 
collaborate, whilst others still need to learn the skill of collaboration (An, Kim & Kim 
2008). 
 Each student needs to create an environment of trust and belonging to the group, so all 
of the group members feel trusted to share their tentative ideas (An, Kim & Kim 2008).  
 Melrose and Bergeron (2007) believe it is the students’ responsibility for the working 
dynamics of their group, not the instructor. 
In summary, the dynamics of group work have been found to be complex, with many students 
preferring to work on their own (Roberts & McInnerney 2007). When students are proactively 
engaged in group work and prepared to share the responsibility, the group outcomes are more 
likely to exceed expectations, whilst increasing individual satisfaction with the group’s 
achievements (Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011). Literature relating to instructor responsibilities 
will now be presented. 
5. Instructor Responsibilities in Group Work 
Through discipline-related experience, or formal study, instructors are masters of their 
discipline-specific content, knowledgeable of education-specific technology and cognisant of 
what it is to learn (Laurillard 2012). Bell and Kozlowski (2002) hold that the role of a virtual leader 
is to build, monitor and manage outcomes. Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011) argued the 
instructor’s role is to create the conditions and environment conducive for effective teams. An 
increase in online learning has encouraged many instructors to consider offering online group 
work (Xu, Du & Fan 2015). 
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A review of the literature recognises the responsibilities of the instructor in group work. From 
the research of others, the following statements illustrate the breadth and depth of the 
instructor’s responsibilities, which are: 
 The instructor should set group norms, methods and expectations for communication 
as well as a means of dealing with group members that do not contribute (Wilson, 
Brickman & Brame 2018). 
 Set and communicate the learning goals for the group work activity (Wilson, Brickman 
& Brame 2018). 
 Instructors should monitor the groups on a regular basis, be responsive, and provide 
timely feedback (Chang & Kang 2016; Roberts & McInnerney 2007; Soon & Sarrafzadeh 
2010; Xu, Du & Fan 2015).  
 It is critical to monitor each group’s work to ensure they stay within the parameters of 
the project (Chang & Kang 2016). 
 To provide the details of the group work task, including goals, explicit expectations with 
a timeframe (Chang & Kang 2016).  
 The instructor should foster group cohesiveness and promote the sharing of exemplary 
group work management strategies (Xu, Du & Fan 2015). 
 Natoli, Jackling and Seelanantha (2014) advocate group grading as a means of instructor 
efficiency. 
 Laurillard (2012) strongly argued that instructors must resist the notion that technology 
allows students to do it all themselves. 
 (Garrison & Anderson 2003); Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2010) argue that the 
responsibilities of the instructor are three-fold: 1) setting the task and timelines; 2) 
facilitating by monitoring and managing the groups; and 3) providing timely responses 
and direction. 
 Garrison, Cleveland-Innes and Fung (2010) hold that the role of the instructor is to create 
a learning environment that stimulates cognitive thought, encourages social presence 
amongst the students, and maintain their presence as the instructor. 
 Instructor behaviours of group work management influence group work outcomes 
(Arbaugh 2010). 
 Ke (2010) described one of the instructor’s responsibilities in group work as lurking. 
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 The role of the instructor in group work is to embrace social constructivist instructional 
approaches (Rupp, Gibbons & Snyder 2008). 
 Similarly, Kraiger (2008b) saw the role of the instructor was to design instructional 
strategies that enabled online collaborative and constructivist learning. 
 Instructors must understand how online students collaborate for learning so that 
effective learning activities within courses can be developed (An, Kim & Kim 2008). 
 The instructor’s role cannot be understated, “the efficient conduct of both professional 
and informal instructor behaviours is necessary for successful learning experiences” 
(Arbaugh 2008, p. 1243). 
 There is a lack of a clear definition of the instructor’s role in collaborative learning 
(Urhahne et al. 2010) 
In summary, the instructor’s presence, interaction skills and facilitation skills are critical to the 
success of group work. Online group work has been identified as having the need for a greater 
emphasis on instructor presence, as well as their interaction and facilitation skills. The 
instructor’s role is comprehensive, from designing the learning task, initiating the group work, 
monitoring, responding, questioning, intervening, and assessing the group outcomes. Literature 
relating to the conceptions of students about group work will now be presented. 
6. The Conceptions of Students about Group Work 
The predominant voice of students reported in the literature expresses their disdain of group 
work. The following excerpts from the literature present examples of the students’ view of group 
work: 
 Some students contribute more to group work than they gain from the activity (Chang 
& Kang 2016).  
 Students are reluctant to report problems in the group as a means of avoiding conflict 
(Chang & Kang 2016).  
 Instructor intervention is essential to circumvent conflict which may lead to the group 
collapsing (Chang & Kang 2016). 
 (Kleinsasser & Hong 2016) found that online students had fewer natural opportunities 
for interactions with their peers compared to face-to-face group work.  
 Students have a lower level of trust in online group work as they are afraid other 
students will steal their ideas (Liu et al. 2014). 
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 Students hold more negative attitudes towards online group work compared to face-to-
face group work (Smith et al. 2011). 
 The teaching-student interaction process is deemed important to achieving the 
objectives of the task (Soon & Sarrafzadeh 2010).  
 Koh and Hill (2009) found that online group work provides the students with the 
flexibility and convenience of being able to collaborate with other students anywhere 
and at any time. 
 When working in groups, students anticipate doing less work than working on their own, 
with less accountability (An, Kim & Kim 2008).  
 From their research, Roberts and McInnerney (2007, p. 258) reported the following 
commonly expressed student views: “I study best on my own”; “I have no need to work 
in a group”; “I can’t spare the time to meet and communicate with others”; and, “others 
in the group are less capable”. 
 From their research, Roberts and McInnerney (2007) found that students just don’t 
know what good online group work looks like. 
 Social interaction in online group work can lead to individuals being deliberately 
excluded, resulting in distress or resentment (Baskin, Barker & Woods 2005).  
Over a two-year trial period, and the three years since publication, the researchers, (Davey, B et 
al. 2016) advocate the use of a colouring system to identify and address the free rider syndrome 
in group work. In their model, each participant identifies their contribution to the development 
of the groups’ assessment task by the use of coloured fonts. Both the instructor and group 
members can monitor the significance, or otherwise, of each member’s contribution. Individual 
marks are assigned to individuals based on their contribution, as indicated by the use of the 
coloured font. “Student response to this rule is very positive“ (Davey, B et al. 2016, p. 96). 
Individually and collectively, the research of others has found that students continue to express 
their dissatisfaction of group work learning. The predominant criticism centres around “the free 
rider or sucker effect” (Chang & Kang 2016, p. 74). These researchers found that in an online 
group work project, because of the geographical dispersion of groups, asynchronous 
engagement, or cultural and time zone differences, the greater portion of the workload falls to 
only one or two group members. Often, this situation is later perceived as a negative experience 
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of group work, and especially when the final assessment grade does not reflect the equality of 
contributions to the project (Chang & Kang 2016).  
7. The Conceptions of Instructors about Group Work 
Whilst there is background literature that frames the role of the instructor, the literature is 
relatively silent on the conceptions of instructors about group work, with so few studies 
specifically focussed on the instructor. The following excerpts from the available literature 
provide a general background to the conceptions of instructors about group work. 
 “Every student, and every academic, has a horror story to tell about student teamwork. 
Tension, tantrums and tears. And that’s just among the academics!” (Kavanagh et al. 
2016, p. 2). 
 “Only if teachers know what role they play in computer-supported learning, if they 
accept the role for themselves and they feel comfortable in it, can we expect more 
widespread dissemination of technology in education.” (Urhahne et al. 2010, p. 240) 
 Instructors perceive the barriers to collaborative technology-based learning as being: a 
lack of access to computers and software; lack of planning time; insufficient technical 
and administrative support (Urhahne et al. 2010). 
 An, Kim and Kim (2008) found that in-service teachers gained an understanding of 
collaborative learning communities through their own experience of group work 
learning. 
Research has shown that whilst group work has its’ difficulties, the benefits to the instructor far 
outweigh these difficulties. Arbaugh (2010, p. 1242) argued that the importance of being present 
and immediate to their online students could in turn allow the instructor to be liberated to 
“reveal more of themselves as whole persons”. In the next section, excerpts from the research 
of others identifies some of the difficulties group work and online group work presents. 
8. The Problems, Issues and Hindering Factors of Group Work 
The benefits of group work and online group work far outweigh the expressed criticisms. The 
conundrum is then, that in order to be prepared for any challenge that arises throughout the 
implementation of group work, the instructor needs to be forearmed. 
 Online group work can be a struggle as it requires a high commitment and active 
communication (Chang 2018). 
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 The logistical issues of online groups are harder to resolve (Smith et al. 2011). 
 Effective team support is critical to the group achieving its’ objectives as well as having 
a positive group leader as a go-to-person (An, Kim & Kim 2008). 
 Roberts and McInnerney (2007) identified seven pertinent reasons why instructors do 
not use online group work, which were: 1) student antipathy towards group work; 2) the 
selection of groups; 3) a lack of essential group work skills; 4) the free-rider effect; 5) 
possible inequalities of student abilities; 6) the withdrawal of group members; and 7) 
the assessment of individuals within groups. 
Previous research has identified a range of issues that hinder group work. Johnson and Johnson 
(2009b) coined the term hitch-hikers, where an individual relies on the work of another, or 
others in the group. Also known as social loafing, or as free-rider effect, these can cause conflict 
within a group (Kavanagh et al. 2010). These researchers found there is no right answer in 
dealing the problem of social loafing; each situation has to be dealt with within its own specific 
situation. Often the free-rider in the group will “work the system doing as little as possible whilst 
managing to keep just below the radar” (Kavanagh et al. 2010, p. 46). Smith et al. (2011) coined 
the phrase, one bad apple, to describe the free-rider in group work, recognizing that this is one 
of the causes of resistance to group work.  
Kavanagh et al. (2010) promotes that the instructor takes action to address the free-rider 
syndrome as early as practicable. Their framework, Proactively Ensuring Teamwork Skills (PETS), 
provides a mechanism where free-riders are identified by their peers with a system of scoring. 
Group members are asked to rate each of their peers with a numerical number representing the 
contributions that group member made in achieving the overall objectives of the group. Not all 
instructors are advocates of peer assessment, with one of the research participants recognising 
that in a work-related team situation, we do not assess our colleagues on their input. 
Research has found that students need clear and succinct guidelines on the roles and processes 
of group work to facilitate them being interdependent on each other and to succeed as a group 
(Wilson, Brickman & Brame 2018).  
9. Students Need Guidance to do Group Work 
To enable students to achieve success in group work they need to know what is expected of 
them and what their individual responsibilities will be, ahead of getting started on the task. 
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Experience of group work has been found to be beneficial however, not all group members have 
experience to draw on. Other researchers have sought to translate their research into practical 
strategies as a guide for practice, which are: 
 Students need guidance on how to establish collaborative relationships to utilise the 
strengths of group members (Chang 2018). 
 Determining group sizes, a means to form groups and an outline of group roles is crucial 
to online group work (Chang & Kang 2016). 
 Creating guidelines that facilitate individual students choosing a leadership style that 
suits the group (Chang & Kang 2016). 
 An, Kim and Kim (2008); (Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011; Smith et al. 2011) argued that 
for groups to achieve the learning objectives, the students should be provided with 
explicit written guidelines, group rules and insisting each group has a planned approach.  
 Students need guidance on how to interact with each other (Pei Hsuan 2010). 
 Soon and Sarrafzadeh (2010) found that the effectiveness of collaborative technology 
was dependent on the distribution of clear guidelines. 
 Guidelines for how each group work is to be facilitated to achieve its goals should be 
provided by the instructor (An, Kim & Kim 2008). 
 The major points for group work training include: assigning roles; team development 
norms; individual responsibilities; and, guidelines for co-operation within the group 
(Pimmel 2003). 
Students need guidance to know what is expected of them throughout the group work process. 
The instructor developing guidelines is an essential part of the group work planning process, 
prior to implementation. 
10. The Conceptual Perspective of the Instructor as Facilitator of Group Work 
From the research of others, the competence of the instructor as the facilitator of group work 
has been argued as critical. An instructor must have the capacity, or a desire to build their 
capacity to lead and manage group work effectively. The following excerpts present a conceptual 
perspective of the role of the instructor: 
 Salmon, G. et al. (2015, p. 543) advanced the view there is an urgency for educational 
institutions to build the capacity of their instructors to “embrace forward-looking 
learning design” for blended, online and mobile learning. 
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 Rienties, B., Brouwer and Lygo-Baker (2013) argued that to be successful in online 
instruction, the instructor should be a content (discipline) expert, understand learning 
pedagogy and be a proficient technology user.  
 Laurillard (2012) strongly argued that instructors must resist the notion that technology 
allows students to do it all themselves. Laurillard (2012) validated this point by asserting 
that instructors have a more critical role in scaffolding the learning to support students 
to think and develop their new skills using digital technology. This researcher argued 
that in a technology-led education environment, it is now time to shift the focus from 
learning to instruction; quality instruction.  
 From the research of Bigatel et al. (2012); Young (2006) it was claimed that effective 
online instruction was based on the instructor competence, with social and teacher 
presence also being critical factors.  
The research of others explicitly recognises the important role of the instructor in group work 
and online group. As a facilitator of group work and online group work, this role is critical. 
11. Summary of Background Literature: Group Work 
Group work is recognised as an effective tool for collaborative learning. The facilitative factors 
and problems of group work have been well researched, and the findings disseminated. In spite 
of what we know about the benefits of group work and how group work is used for learning, the 
most common issues found in group work and how these issues can be managed, or lessened, 
group work is still not liked or welcomed by students. The literature argues that both the 
students and the instructor have responsibilities in, and during, the processes of group work. 
Expressed explicitly, the literature is summarised as stating the collective opinion that ‘group 
work is found to be difficult’. Group work is not without its challenges. From the literature, it can 
be asserted, what it is now more evident, is that students need guidance on how to succeed in 
group work. 
The literature suggests that instructors create their own informal pattern of practice; often by 
repeating what worked and eliminating what didn’t. Laurillard (2012); (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 
2011) showed patterns of practice in their Conversational Framework. The Conversational 
Framework is discussed at length in the Chapter 3 – Background: Patterns of Practice to follow. 
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Patterns of practice are postulated as a means of building good instructional practices. In the 
next section, research into the practice of using patterns for teaching and learning will be 
presented. The insights provided by the literature review will contribute to an argument for a 
formal teaching and learning pattern for online group work to be disseminated, as a means of 
building the capacity of instructors and engender the growth of online group work. 
12.  Group Work Background Literature Underpinning the Research Design 
The purpose of the literature review in this research was twofold. In the first instance the 
background literature provided a sound theoretical framework for the research to progress. 
Secondly, the literature review informed the development of each of the data gathering tools. 
In Figure 2-1: (below) the overarching research design is diagrammatically presented. The 
questions asked in all three stages of data gathering were linked to the knowledge domains of: 
group work; design patterns and the Instructor as well as their working environment.  
Figure 2-1: Research Design 
In Figure 2-1: above, the Research Design is diagrammatically represented as three stages of 
data gathering. As will be discussed in Chapter 4 – The Design and Methodology chapter, the 
data gathering tools were developed aligned to the knowledge domains. 
In Chapter 3: Background – Patterns for Practice to follow, theoretical arguments for the use of 
teaching and learning patterns is presented. 
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 – LITERATURE REVIEW PATTERNS OF PRACTICE 
1. Introduction to Patterns of Practice 
Patterns of practice have evolved into many forms with many applications. Alexander (1977) 
used patterns and pattern language in architecture; many of his designs are still recognised in 
buildings in destinations around the world. Alexander claimed that architecture is a 
representation of patterns, replicated in the design of buildings to accommodate individuals, 
families and the community. Architects still use Alexander’s patterns and pattern language to 
design community and private spaces. A practice is defined as “an organized, open-ended 
spatial-temporal manifold of actions” (Schatzki 2005, p. 471). Schatzki (2005) elaborated further 
on this definition to say that ‘a practice’ is actioned when there is an understanding of what is 
required, a framework of rules are known, and the end result can be achieved through a set of 
actions, steps or stages. 
In group work the instructor will use their own pattern of practice. Their pattern of practice will 
be based on their own experience of group work, repeating elements of the process that worked 
for them and discarding elements that didn’t work. Occasionally instructors will adopt group 
work strategies copied from their colleagues. Laurillard et al. (2013) found that instructors would 
rather adapt a colleague’s learning tool rather than create their own from scratch. Yet, by 
documenting a learning task, the instructor is provided with the means to record and describe 
their intended teaching idea, which then can be reflected on and evaluated for its’ effectiveness 
at the end (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011).  
Known knowledge domains influenced and guided the development of the background 
literature framework. The knowledge domains are summarised in Table 3-1: to follow. Patterns 
are a knowledge domain in this research. 
Table 3-1: Table of Knowledge Domains 
Technology 
Domain 
Knowledge Management Domain 
The Instructor 
Domain 
ICT Group Work 
Patterns & 
Instructional 
Design 
The Higher 
Education 
Environment 
Instructor 
Cognition 
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The knowledge domains presented in Table 3-1: above is an excerpt of the full table presented 
in Chapter 4 – Design and Methodology. (See Tables: 4-1; to 4-3:). A range of theoretical 
arguments and findings from the research of others about patterns for teaching and learning 
and other types of patterns will be presented in the coming sections. 
2. Patterns for Teaching and Learning 
Patterns for teaching and learning are recognised in higher education. Simply defined, a pattern 
is a “sequence of teaching-learning activities” (Laurillard 2012, p. 103). Patterns for learning are 
also called pedagogical patterns, e-pedagogical patterns, design patterns, teaching and learning 
patterns, and schemas. A pedagogical pattern is defined as a teaching-learning activity sequence 
that is designed to achieve a specific outcome (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). Kohls and 
Wedekind (2011) described e-pedagogical patterns as a means of capturing successful 
instruction practices that utilise digital media. Patterns for instruction are reusable, repeatable, 
adaptable, transferrable and are cross-disciplinary (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). In this thesis 
the term of ‘teaching and learning pattern’ is used throughout. 
A teaching and learning pattern encompass the context of the learning task, the content, the 
steps or process to achieve the required objective/s. As discussed in the previous chapter, the 
role of the instructor then is to design online learning tasks that not only meet the learning 
objectives of the course yet enable cognitive presence and social presence. Laurillard et al. 
(2013) provided a text-based representation of how a typical learning task is designed. Whilst 
this standard design process has been simplified, Laurillard et al. (2013) contended that it 
provides structure. The example of a standard design process as provided in Table 3-2: which is 
in fact an introductory teaching and learning pattern for a learning task. Table 3-2: will appear 
on the next page. 
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Table 3-2: Standard Design Process for a Learning Task (adapted from Laurillard 2011) 
Sequence of Activities Step-by-step Instructions 
Time 
allowed 
Instructor presentation Read/view the text/presentation  10 mins 
Resource-based individual 
activity 
On your own explore multiple perspectives and 
note the key points made. 
30 mins 
Individual practical activity On your own, question and develop an answer 
the contextual questions of purpose and 
meaning. Note any references. Summarise any 
different interpretations. 
15 mins 
Small group discussion In pairs discuss your summaries of the different 
interpretations. Write an agreed summary. 
35 mins 
Group activity Discuss with the whole group ways to interpret 
and evaluate summaries referring to your notes 
10 mins 
 TOTAL TIME 100 mins 
 
In Table 3-2: is an introductory teaching and learning pattern as a standard design for a learning 
task for group work is provided. 
Patterns can be adopted and adapted by other instructors. In the field of e-learning, patterns 
are frequently advocated as a powerful way of providing structured, instructor-friendly, textual 
representations of learning tasks, or for expressing the design rationale underlying the learning 
task. Teaching and learning patterns are intended to solve problems which occur over and over 
again in our educational environment and then describe a solution to the problem for 
implementation (Childs et al. 2006); Mor and Winters (2007). From the many definitions of 
teaching and learning patterns found in the literature, the basic structure for a Pattern is outlined 
through the research of others. Table 3-3: will appear on the next page.  
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Table 3-3: The Structure of a Pattern 
A Pattern 
 Context A pedagogical pattern is a means to articulate, test and share 
practice that builds both the practice and knowledge of using 
technology in instruction (Laurillard & McAndrew 2003).  
 Purpose Patterns are a structured sequence of activities and steps, which 
include a: problem; a context; and, a solution (Garzotto & Retalis 
2009). 
 Rationale From the instructor’s perspective, patterns scaffold engagement 
with technology enabled instruction (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011).  
 Method a pattern was defined as a “sequence of teaching-learning 
activities” (Laurillard 2012, p. 103). enable discipline-specific 
learner engagement and collaboration (Oncu & Cakir 2011). 
 Evaluation facilitate the sharing of instructional strategies between instructors 
(Laurillard et al. 2013) 
In Table 3-3: the basic structure of a teaching and learning pattern is defined using background 
literature. A teaching and learning pattern records the steps the learner needs to take to reach 
a solution to the problem.  
“The pattern is, in short, at the same time a thing, which happens in the 
world, and the rule which tells us how to create that thing, and when we must 
create it. It is both a process and a thing; both a description of a thing which 
is alive, and a description of the process which will generate that thing.” 
Alexander in (Seoane-Pardo & Garcia-Penalvo 2014, p. 299). 
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Ideally, all instructional practices should be documented by the instructor. To facilitate the 
documentation of instruction, in Table 3-4: the internal structure of a pattern is shown as a 
template example. 
Table 3-4: The Internal Structure of a Pattern (Adapted from Goodyear and Yang 2009) 
The Internal Structure of a Pattern 
“INTRODUCTION: An introductory paragraph setting the context for the pattern 
 * * * 
 (to mark the beginning of the problem) 
 
A HEADLINE: in bold type, to give the essence of the problem in one or two sentences 
 The body of the problem 
(its empirical background, evidence for its validity,  
examples of different ways the pattern can be manifested) 
 
THE SOLUTION: in bold type. This is the heart of the pattern – the field of physical and social 
relationships which are required to solve the stated problem in the stated context. Always 
stated as an instruction, so that you know what to do to build the pattern. 
 * * * 
 (to show the main body of the problem has finished) 
 A paragraph tying the pattern to the smaller patterns which are needed  
 to complete and embellish it.” 
 
 
Table 3-4: shows the internal structure of a template for designing a pattern for a teaching and 
learning task. For group work, this task would be usually a problem-solving task that requires the 
group to collaborate to find a suitable solution to the problem. In Table 3-5: the template has 
been populated to accommodate a discussion group learning activity. Table 3-5: appears on the 
next page.  
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Table 3-5: A Pattern for a Discussion Group (Adapted from Goodyear and Yang 2009) 
DISCUSSION GROUP 
“This pattern is mainly concerned with the establishment of appropriate organisational 
forms for knowledge-sharing, questioning and critique. It is a way of helping implement the 
patterns: Learning Through Discussion, Collaborative Learning and Networked Learning 
Programme.” 
* * * 
“Discussion groups are the most common way of organising activity in networked learning 
environments. The degree to which a discussion is structured, and the choice of structure, 
is key in determining how successfully the discussion will promote learning for the 
participants. 
Discussions can be relatively structured or relatively unstructured, and they may also change 
their character over a period of time. It is not uncommon for a teacher to set up a discussion 
in quite a formal or structured way, and for the structure then to soften as time goes by – 
for example, as the participants take hold of the conversation, opening up and following 
new lines of interest. 
The structure of a discussion should be such that it increases the likelihood of: 
a) an active and substantial discussion, with plenty of on-task contributions 
b) the students coming away from the discussion with a good understanding of the 
contributions made 
c) contributions being make by all members of the group and ‘listened’ to by all other 
members of the group. 
Unstructured discussions run the risks of, for example: 
• not getting going properly within the time available 
• dissipating into a number of loosely related strands that fail to engage 
effectively with the subject being studied 
• dissolving into monologues or two-way conversations that fail to involve the 
whole group 
Start any online discussion by establishing its structure. Make the rules and timetable for 
this structure explicit to all the members of the group. Where there is little time 
available to the group for the discussion, and/or the members of the group are 
inexperienced at holding online discussion, the teacher/facilitator should set the 
structure. Where the students are to set their own structure, the teacher/facilitator 
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should give them support and ideas about how to do this and encourage them to do so 
in a fair and timely way.” 
* * * 
In Table 3-5: A Discussion Group pattern is provided. Whilst this pattern appears to be complete, 
it neglects to provide suggestions for the ideal topic and/or how to introduce the topic to 
maximise engagement; the pattern assumes enthusiastic co-operation from the learners. Whilst 
it is acknowledged that patterns cannot alone create enthusiasm for engagement, none-the-less 
it needs to contain the impression for the reader that the learners have an obligation to actively 
engage in the discussion. 
Prof. Joseph Bergin is a seminal author, whose publications include patterns (Bergin 2013). In his 
forty-five-plus years as a professor of computer science, Bergin has developed a swathe of 
patterns, for teaching, programming languages, software development, web-publishing, and 
even a pattern for writing patterns. Bergin was instrumental in developing an early pattern for 
group work titled: Groups Work. The purpose of the Groups Work pattern was to maximise 
student learning, encourage active student participation as well as sharing the responsibility for 
the other students’ learning. Bergin (2013) noted that in group work the instructor is the only 
resource for the students and given the number of questions and concerns they may have; the 
instructor is a relatively small resource. In Table 3-6: a framework, or a step-by-step structure 
for writing a pattern, as written by Bergin (2013) is presented. 
Table 3-6: A Framework for Presenting Patterns (Bergin 2013) 
Element Element Name Explanation 
1. Name Every pattern should have a name. The name also includes a version 
number. Patterns evolve. 
2. Author Who wrote the pattern? 
3. Intent What does the pattern do? 
4. Other Names What other names is this pattern known by? 
5. Problem What problem or class of problem is this pattern trying to solve? 
6. Motivation Why do we want this pattern? 
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7. Context When would we expect to see this pattern? 
8. Example A concrete example (code) of the pattern in action. 
9. Required Elements What constructs are necessary for implementing this pattern? 
10. Structure How do the parts fit together? 
11. Variations What can be changed and still consider this to fit the same pattern? 
12. Applicability When would you try to apply this pattern? 
13. Consequences What outcomes will occur if this pattern is used? 
14. Known Uses Some examples of how the pattern has been applied in the past? 
15. Related Patterns Names of some other patterns that are similar or are needed by this 
one. 
16. References Where can the learner get more information about this pattern and 
its context? 
In Table 3-6: a pattern framework written by Bergin (2013) is provided as a guide for 
documenting a pattern. This exemplar is the foundation of many patterns written by this seminal 
author. Laurillard and Ljubojevic (2011) recognised that by documenting the good design of a 
learning task, a pattern can be extracted for generic use in other forms. 
An outcome of this research was to develop a pattern for online group work which has been 
informed by the work of (Bergin 2013). A pattern for the practice of online group work is a means 
of building the capacity and engendering the growth of online group work. Published research 
relating to the practice of using patterns will now be presented. 
3. A Pattern for Online Group Work 
When new to the online course environment the instructor’s first thought is to follow their own 
experiences of group work, and occasionally adopting a group work method recommended or 
suggested by a colleague. Whilst “every expert uses their own pattern,” and that is how we 
recognise they are an expert (Kohls & Wedekind 2011, p. 4), online group work can present 
additional challenges (Xu, Du & Fan 2015).  
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An online group work pattern has the potential to build practice; either for the novice group 
work instructor or those instructors wanting to extend their practice. There are several ways to 
achieve the advancement of online group work instructional skills, three of which are: 
1. documenting an online group work process as a pattern 
2. community-based professional development  
3. creating an awareness 
Publishing a guide sheet, or ‘how to’ instructions, has been done before, however rarely 
accompanied by metrics to measure the success or uptake of the instructions. Patterns for 
practice is a concept that has its foundations in pedagogical and epedagogical patterns. In the 
coming sections, the research of others examining the use of patterns will reveal a strong 
theoretical foundation for the development of an online group work pattern. 
In relation to professional development, research shows us that university-based programs have 
had limited success in supporting instructors to adopt new or changed instructional practices, 
“as teacher learning takes place at various levels” (Korthagen 2017, p. 388). In the coming 
paragraphs, the findings of selected studies will outline how patterns have been successfully 
used in instructional practice. 
4. Patterns for the Practice of Group Work 
The value of using a pattern for instruction has been well argued in research, more profoundly 
by (Laurillard 2002, 2007; Laurillard et al. 2013; Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). A pattern is a visual 
representation of a learning task which provides the instructor with a map of the objective, the 
steps or stages, as well as the intended outcome. More formally stated, patterns are a means of 
documenting a solution to a reoccurring problem, or, “as a teaching-learning activity sequence 
that is designed to lead to a specific learning outcome” (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). Patterns 
are reusable, transferrable and non-discipline specific, and promote good practice. One pattern 
that has received much notoriety is the Conversational Framework (Laurillard 2002). 
The Conversational Framework is a pedagogical pattern as a visual representation of where the 
instructor, then the learner, and then the re-engagement of the instructor are shown. Laurillard 
(2009) argues that the main theories of teaching and learning, including collaborative learning, 
can be mapped onto different parts of the framework. In Figure 3-1: The Conversational 
Framework (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) shows how learning evolves. 
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Figure 3-1: The Conversational Framework (Lauirillard and Ljubojevic 2011) 
In Figure 3-1: The Conversational Framework (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) is a diagrammatical 
representation of the process of learning, the arrows representing the flow of engagement by 
the instructor, a learner, and with other learners. Laurillard and Ljubojevic (2011, p. 96) refers to 
the flow of engagement as “cognitive transactional processes that enable students to learn”. In 
the upper half of the framework, the traditional form of instruction is represented, whereas in 
the lower half, it is the act of practising or reflection by the student that helps them to achieve 
a conceptual understanding of what is required, and ultimately the learning objective of the task 
(Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011). By further elaborating the transactional processes within The 
Conversational Framework, the higher order of the instructor’s role can be diagrammatically 
shown. In Figure 3-2: The Conversational Framework, adapted from Laurillard (2009, p. 11) “is a 
simplified representation of what it takes to learn”.  
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Figure 3-2: The Conversational Framework (Laurillard 2009) - What it Takes to Learn 
In Figure 3-2: The Conversational Framework – What it Takes to Learn is a diagrammatic 
representation of the successive activities of the instructor, the learner, and other learners, 
commencing with a presentation of the learning concepts by the instructor. Laurillard (2009) 
argues that this framework is readily applied to technology based collaborative learning. It is the 
instructor’s role to set a learning activity that demands the learners ask each other questions 
and share responses. 
5. Comparing the Conversational Framework to the 5E Model 
When looking at the Conversational Framework (Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) it would appear 
that the learners have the most responsibilities in the collaboration cycle. However, it is the 
instructor who sets and initiates a learning task that demands the students engage 
collaboratively with their fellow learners; the numerical numbers in the framework confirm that 
the majority of actions relate to the instructor’s role, which are: conceptualising; setting up; 
monitoring; adapting; guiding; providing feedback and assessing. The Conversational Framework 
(Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) as a pattern for the role of the instructor in collaborative learning. 
Urhahne et al. (2010) conceptualised the role of an instructor in computer-supported 
collaborative learning by five principles; the 5E Model. The Conversational Framework (Laurillard 
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& Ljubojevic 2011) aligns with the 5E Model of principles that span the role of the instructor in 
computer-supported collaborative learning as conceptualised by Urhahne et al. (2010). The five 
principles of the Urhahne et al. (2010) Model are: 1) envision the learning; 2) enable 
collaboration; 3) encourage students; 4) ensure learning, and 5) evaluate achievement. With 
Urhahne et al. (2010, p. 237) concluding that “in no phase of the instructional process the 
teacher is passive or even redundant”.  
As previously shown in Figure 3-1: The Conversational Framework adapted from Laurillard and 
Ljubojevic (2011) and the five principles of the Urhahne et al. (2010), can be used as a theoretical 
basis for the development of an online group work pattern. An outcome of this research is a 
Pattern for Online Group Work. To ensure the design of the pattern is inclusive, a comparison of 
the elements of the pattern has been compared to The Conversational Framework as published 
by Laurillard (2002). The outcome of this comparison will be presented in the Discussion chapter 
(see Chapter 7: Discussion). 
6. The Basis of Learning Objects 
A learning object is defined as a digital resource that can be used and reused for learning (IEEE 
2002; Wiley 2002). Learning objects have a role in corporate business as a means of providing 
consistent, effective and efficient professional development to their globally-dispersed teams 
(Armstrong 2007). For large corporate entities, learning objects have the capacity to reduce large 
and complex volumes of knowledge can be reduced to “bite-sized chunks” (Armstrong 2007, p. 
161). Patterns for teaching and learning when compared to learning objects are found to have 
the same or similar purposes. The pattern community, which is predominantly academic-
education oriented, is different to the learning object software community. Large corporations, 
software developers and Governments have funded and financially supported the development 
of learning objects and repositories (Saum 2007); patterns for teaching and learning have not 
received the same attention. 
7. Community-centred Professional Development as a Means of Disseminating 
 Research Findings 
The findings of this research will continue to be disseminated by academic publication. The 
outcomes of this research could also be disseminated via a community-centred-join-the-
conversation group, where academics and educational developers are invited to discuss 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Background Patterns of Practice  Page 49 
 
experiences of group work, as a worthy means of disseminating both the findings and the 
outcomes of this research, although Wenger, McDermott and Snyder (2002) warn that 
community-centred groups do not grow by command. 
In the outcome space of the research by Zou (2018), which was a phenomenographic study of 
community-based professional development, four distinctive categories of conception were 
illuminated. These categories of conception provide a framework for the functional application 
of community-centred professional development (C-PD). The four categories of conception 
found in the Zou (2018) research were: 
1. Category One CP-D as knowledge sharing and help-seeking; 
2. Category Two CP-D as problem-solving and skills/knowledge development; 
3. Category Three CP-D as mentoring, modelling, and sharing good principles and practices; 
4. Category Four CP-D as an on-going journey that transforms learning and teaching. 
From her research, Zou (2018) determined that Category One, knowledge sharing and help-
seeking is particularly relevant to an instructor’s immediate professional network. Category Two, 
problem-solving and skills knowledge development is a particularly helpful means of solving 
problems with like-minded peers. Category Three, mentoring, modelling and sharing expertise 
within a department, subject cohort or discipline-specific-instructor. Category Four, an ongoing 
journey as a broad category for professional development that could include instructors at any 
level in their academic career.  
In support of the need to offer professional development targeting instructors new to online 
group work, as well as those striving to improve their practice, the results of Zou (2018) research 
demonstrate that new forums for professional development have emerged. An infinite number 
of opportunities exist for task-specific, like minded peers, discipline specific colleagues, or 
problem-solving get-togethers, as forums for professional development (Salaz, Johnston & 
Pickles 2018). These forums can be short in duration, informal, spontaneous, and just as effective 
in knowledge sharing as the formal, scheduled, advertised event. Often, the key to a successful 
professional development program is the diversity of expertise that is willingly shared by the 
participants. 
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8. Professional Development Programs in the University Sector 
An outcome of this research is a teaching and learning pattern for online group work as the basis 
of a professional development activity. As recently as 2013, Gregory and Salmon (2013) raised 
the issue that universities are challenged to keep abreast of the professional development 
requirements of their academic staff. Students are expecting to engage with their online course 
using the latest technology, software and mobile social media platforms. So, to meet the 
students’ growing expectations and the ongoing evolution collaborative technologies, designing 
professional development programs for instructors has become increasingly difficult. 
Universities no longer have unlimited funds to be able to offer a breadth of professional 
development programs for their staff. Academics have limited time available in their workloads 
because of commitments to teaching, scholarly research and administration. The knowledge and 
technical skill levels of all university staff are increasingly becoming more diverse, no two 
employees have identical development needs.  
In the recent past, professional development programs were offered to university staff on a 
relatively frequent schedule, staff indicated their willingness to engage by registering and 
arriving at the scheduled time and venue, often eager and enthusiastic about what they thought 
they were going to learn and expectant of catching up with a colleague or two. In 2012, Bigatel 
et al. (2012) argued that professional development experts needed to reconsider the context of 
their programs including a thorough analysis of the target audience. Whilst these considerations 
are still relevant today in the planning of professional development, they are simply not enough. 
As discussed in the previous paragraph, the environment that academics are working in is now 
more complex and definitely more demanding of their time. However, the need to prepare 
instructors for the online instructional environment has been well supported by research (Goold, 
Coldwell & Craig 2010), with professional development programs needing to focus specifically 
on the design of online, blended and mobile learning (Salmon, G. et al. 2015). Professional 
development programs have moved online as an massive open online course (MOOC) (Salmon, 
G. et al. 2015). The key intention of their learning design MOOC was to provide “a viable, 
engaging online experience for educators” (Salmon, G. et al. 2015, p. 547). The MOOC 
participants found that sustained collaboration was challenging, however overall, many planned 
to use what they learnt in their own online teaching. For the educators who participated, as a 
professional development activity, the MOOC was found to be valuable, relevant, experiential 
and an authentic learning experience (Salmon, G. et al. 2015).  
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9. MOOCs as a Professional Development Activity 
MOOCs were first introduced in 2007 in distance education, e-learning and open education 
courses (Waks 2016) and are increasingly becoming more prevalent (Bagley & Weisenford 2015). 
MOOCs are more than just a repository for course content; their intention is to get the 
discussions going within a community of like-minded learners. Kaul, Aksela and Wu (2018) 
recognised MOOCs are an effective means of community-centred professional development for 
instructors who are keen to improve their pedagogical practices. The social engagement of 
community-centred professional development has potential benefits (Zou 2018). Building a 
community of instructors as like-minded learners who are willing to share and engage with other 
instructors about group work could have a positive impact on their future practice in group work, 
and a valid means of disseminating the outcomes of this research.  
10. Summary 
Patterns for practice are formally and informally recognised in teaching and learning. As the 
name suggests patterns are a means of documenting the steps, stages and nuances of a learning 
task. Published literature shows that collaborative learning tasks have been documented as 
patterns for more than a decade. 
Research has shown, as well as documenting a learning task, patterns have the potential to 
promote and facilitate the sharing of good practice. Owing to their versatility, patterns can 
document all modes of learning, both theoretical and practical and they are non-discipline 
specific. 
In summary, patterns are adoptable and adaptable, they are the ideal mechanism to use in the 
professional development of instructors, including online professional development programs. 
11. Chapter Summary 
Group work, online group work and patterns for instruction are different innovations, yet their 
combination has potential. Simply explained, a pattern for group work as a collaborative learning 
activity, is a series of steps and activities undertaken in a familiar sequence. Patterns are a 
mechanism to document instructional activities so that familiarity can be challenged, reviewed 
and improvements made. Research has shown that although patterns are characterised as an 
innovative practice, the reality is their application is not widespread in the higher education 
environment. 
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As discussed in Chapter 2 - Background Group Work, the instructor has responsibilities to take 
action in group work, as does each of the learners in the group, and together, as a whole group. 
By documenting these responsibilities as actions to be taken by each of the parties by the means 
of a pattern, and distributed, then all responsibilities are made evident to each party, creating 
an up-front awareness. Wanting to create an awareness within a group of like-minded 
colleagues through professional conversations is the ideal rationale for a professional 
development activity. The literature suggests that opting out of responsibilities for learning and 
managing group work, or citing ignorance is not an option. Awareness is the key. 
The known knowledge domains were introduced briefly at the beginning of Chapter 2 – 
Background Group work. The purpose of the knowledge domains is twofold. In the first instance 
the knowledge domains guided the development of the literature. Secondly, the knowledge 
domains guided the development of the data gathering tools. How each question in each stage 
of the data gathering is aligned to the knowledge domains is presented in Tables 4-2; 4-5; and 4-
6: in the chapter to follow.  
In Chapter 4 to follow, the research design and methodology of the research will be presented. 
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 - DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
1. Introduction 
The previous chapters substantiated that group work is a valuable tool for preparing graduates 
for collaborative knowledge sharing in the workforce. By determining a mechanism to improve 
instructors’ practice there is the potential to increase the use of group work in online courses. 
The aim and objective of this study was to engender growth of online group work by 
understanding the instructors’ conceptions of their role in group work. 
The purpose of this Design and Methodology chapter is to introduce the methodological 
approach relevant to each of the research questions. The forthcoming discussion will consider 
in detail how a sequential multi-methods research design within a phenomenographic research 
approach captured the phenomenon of individual experiences of instructors in group work. This 
chapter is divided into a number of sections, as follows: 
 phenomenography 
 a framework for the research 
 data generation and collection methods 
 data analysis structure 
 the research population 
 Ethics Approval for this study 
The chapter commences with an introduction to phenomenography.  
2. Phenomenography 
Phenomenography is “a rigorous, empirical exploration of the qualitatively different ways in 
which people experience and conceptualize various phenomena” (Marton 2000, p. 103; 
Souleles, Nicos 2012). The aim of phenomenographic research is not to classify people, or 
compare groups, or the presentations made by groups, but focuses on perceptions and 
conceptions of a phenomenon (Marton 1981). Phenomenography is a “qualitative research 
specialisation” (Wright & Osman 2018, p. 257), that has its origins in pedagogy (Barnard, 
McCosker & Gerber 1999).The phenomenon examined in this study was the instructor’s 
conceptions of their role in group work.  
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Marton (1994) asserted that in phenomenography, the researcher asks questions to determine 
two things: one, the participant’s level of understanding of the content, and secondly, their 
awareness of the process used to accomplish the task; their experience. Throughout each stage 
of the research, participants were asked questions relating to their knowledge of group work 
(content) as a teaching and learning tool, as well as their awareness of their role as instructor in 
implementing the process of group work (experience). In phenomenography, it is the process of 
analysis that allows the phenomenographer to examine the limited number of qualitatively 
different ways experiences can be perceived and understood (Marton 1994). 
3. A Framework for the Research 
Creswell (2014) holds that in all planned research there exists an intersection of philosophy, 
research design and research methods. Whilst often it is the specific discipline together with a 
history of discipline-specific research that influences the research approach adopted, the nature 
of the research and the researcher’s philosophical view of their environment is what shapes their 
decision to adopt a particular research approach (Creswell 2014). In the following Figure 4-1: 
Creswell (2014) represents this in a framework for research. 
 
Figure 4-1: A Framework for Research (Creswell 2014) 
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4. The Research Process: Epistemological Framework 
The underpinning epistemology, or framework assumed for this study is constructivism and 
interpretivism which will discussed in detail in the coming sections. 
Cua and Garrett (2009) (p.38) argued that epistemology “can be defined as processed 
knowledge, which enables the understanding of a situation; a reality. The knowledge gathering 
process consists of three stages, which are: access; reflection; an argumentation (Cua & Garrett 
2009), which is true of research. Whilst these researchers further argue there is a complex 
relationship between epistemology and ontology, ontology is what exists or perceived to exist. 
From the complex inter-relationships of theory and knowledge, Cua and Garrett (2009) hold that 
an epistemology enables the understanding of a reality which in turn leads to enlightenment. 
The seminal work of Crotty (1998) provides a framework for social research. 
 
Figure 4-2: A Framework for Social Research (adapted from Crotty, 1998) 
In Figure 4-2: the epistemology of the research is diagrammatically represented as the 
theoretical perspective, the appropriate methodology for the research as well as the methods 
used.  
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4.1 Epistemology: Constructivism and Interpretivism as a Philosophical Stance 
Crotty (1998) defined the philosophical stance of constructivism, as truth or meaning as being 
constructed, and more specifically, as different people constructing meaning in different ways 
and always from engagement with the environment they are interpreting. Constructivism and 
interpretivism are the fundamental philosophies that underpin this research. 
Interpretivism as a theoretical perspective, “or how one views the world”, or understanding, as 
defined by Crotty (1998, p. 11) draws heavily on the work of Max Weber (1864-1920). Similarly, 
Quinlan (2011, p. 96) explains interpretivism as “our individual and unique interpretations”. 
Goldkuhl (2012, p. 138) argued that in Information Systems (IS) research, “knowledge is an 
understanding through the processes of interpretation”. Goldkuhl (2012) noted that the 
interpretation process often occurs between the researcher and the research participants in the 
data gathering stage as they engage with, and work in the practical field of their research project.  
4.2 Theoretical Perspective 
Quinlan (2011, p. 95) states that ontology “relates to the study of being, the nature of being, and 
our ways of being in the world.” The philosophical stance that underpins research as described 
by Crotty (1998) is as a certain  way of understanding what it is to know, and think we know, an 
epistemology. Whilst, Quinlan (2011) further explained epistemology as the theory of 
knowledge embedded in the theoretical perspective and subsequently in the methodology.  
Phenomenography as a research approach aligns with the theoretical perspective of 
interpretivism. In phenomenography, the phenomenographer “is not studying his or her own 
awareness and reflection, but that of the subjects” (Marton 1994, p. 4427). In this study, it is the 
interpretation of the research participants’ conceptions of their role in group work is central to 
the research and its findings. 
4.3  Methodology 
Crotty (1998) described the overall plan or strategy of action, or the way in which the study was 
conducted as the methodology of the research. Cua and Garrett (2009) remind us that 
methodology is the part of the research project that encompasses gathering, validating, 
analysing the data and crafting the argument, therefore methodology follows the epistemology. 
Aligned to the arguments of Cua and Garrett (2009) this research commenced with an 
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interpretation of reality; a stated problem within a known environment. From there, a research 
question and subsidiary questions were written to express the problem and to guide the 
research. Through the process of the methodology, the data was gathered, recorded and sorted. 
The phenomenographic categories of conception were found in the data. 
5. Data Generation and Collection Methods - Sequential Multi-Methods 
In this research a sequential multi-methods research design was adopted. Stewart (2009, p. 382) 
claimed “findings that emerge from different methods of study are far more compelling than 
single method outcomes”, particularly when investigating the same phenomenon (Davis, Golicic 
& Boerstler 2011). These researchers argued that different methods can produce different 
insights. In their definition, Davis, Golicic and Boerstler (2011) describe multiple methods 
research design incorporating two or more qualitative methods in the one study. However, a 
research design that uses a single data source from multiple methods does not meet the criteria 
for a multi-method research design (Davis, Golicic & Boerstler 2011).  
Questionnaires and interviews were the overarching methodological approach adopted for this 
research. While this study is defined as using a sequential multi-methods design (Brewer & 
Hunter 1989), using phenomenographic data analysis (Marton 1981), the overall aim of the 
research was to investigate individual conceptions of the phenomenon of the instructor’s role in 
group work with an objective to engender a growth of online group work. 
6. The Research Design 
As outlined earlier, the problem identified as being ‘a notable shortage of online group work 
being offered in higher education online courses. The aim of the research was to increase the 
amount of online group work offered. The objective of the research was to understand the 
conceptions of instructors about their role in group work. To address the problem and to achieve 
the aim and objectives of the research, the central research question was written as: 
What are the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work that would inform the 
development of a teaching and learning pattern that could build capacity and engender 
the growth of online group work? 
The following subsidiary research questions were written to further guide the research: 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Design and Methodology  Page 58 
 
1. How have the individual conceptions of instructors informed their decision 
making in relation to group work? 
2. What are the conceptions of educational developers and instructing academics 
on the capacity of patterns for teaching and learning? 
“Our mode of enquiry influences our results.” (Stewart 2009, p. 381). Stewart (2009) holds that 
facts and truths are bound by method and by adopting a multiple methods research design to 
investigate the same phenomenon we can create a robust study where positive ambiguity is part 
of the discovery process, with findings that are “far more compelling than single method 
outcomes” (p.382). A sequential multi-methods research design (Brewer & Hunter 1989) was 
adopted using a phenomenographic research approach (Marton 1981).  
Each stage of the research was implemented sequentially, with the previous stage used for the 
development of the methods for the next stage (Davis, Golicic & Boerstler 2011). Using an online 
Delphi study, an online instructor questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, data was 
gathered using three different methods. (See Figure 4-2: to follow). 
 
Figure 4-3: The Sequential Multi-method Research Design 
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In Figure 4-2: each of the three sequential stages of the multi-method research design are 
represented diagrammatically. The three sequential stages facilitated the implementation of 
three separate objectives. 
The objective of Stage 1 was to seek the conceptions, opinions and insights of educational 
developers about group work and the use of patterns for instruction. Stage 1 data addresses 
subsidiary research question two. Stage 1 provided some background to the planned research 
and an opportunity to assess if the research project was viable. 
Using short answer, multiple choice and yes/no questions, the objective of Stage 2 of the 
research was to investigate each instructor’s instructional environment. Stage 2 data addresses 
the main research question.  
The objective of Stage 3 of the research was to investigate the individual actions of instructors 
and their conceptions of their role in the leadership and management of group work. Stage 3 of 
the research addresses the central research question as well as the first subsidiary research 
question. 
The Sequential Multi-methods design (Brewer & Hunter 1989), implemented in sequential 
stages, facilitated data gathering in three separate stages from two different cohorts of 
participants. The justification for adopting a sequential multi-method approach was to provide 
the appropriate forum to each of the cohorts of participants to share their knowledge and 
expertise, but more importantly, their conceptions. The aim of the research was to explore the 
conceptions of instructors about their role in group work. 
The Online Delphi study was chosen as the first stage as it provided a forum for discussion about 
the broader principles of group work and patterns for the purposes of teaching and learning by 
educational developers. Through their work, educational developers are often tasked with the 
professional development of new online instructors, or those instructors keen to improve their 
practice. The Online Delphi study provided a forum for their expertise on group work and 
patterns for teaching and learning to emerge and evolve.  
The Online Instructor Questionnaire was chosen as the second stage method as it provided a 
broader prospective to the implementation of group work by instructors themselves. The online 
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component was considered by the participants who agreed to participate as an efficient means 
of being able to contribute to the research.  
The Semi-structured interviews were chosen for the purposes of being able to ask specific 
questions and to follow up with a further question for clarification. In phenomenography, 
interviews are the predominant form of data gathering (Marton 1994). 
Data gathered addressed either the central research question and/or the subsidiary research 
questions. The individual methods adopted to generate the data in this research will be outlined 
in the coming section. 
7. Data Generation Methods 
Stage One: The Online Delphi Study 
Stage One of the research utilised an online Delphi study to generate data. The online Delphi 
study consisted of three rounds; made up of two rounds of questions and statements relating to 
group work, instructional design and pedagogical patterns. (See Appendixes One and  
Two: Online Delphi Questions) In the third round a consensus statement was distributed. (See 
Appendix Three: Consensus Statement). 
Cole, Donohue and Stellefson (2013) recognised internet-based Delphi research as the e-Delphi 
technique. Whilst these researchers recognised that the Delphi technique poses some difficulties 
for the researcher, they held that the value is in the consensus building phase of a particular 
topic. These researchers claimed that the Delphi technique is best for topics “where little 
agreement exists” (p.513). The purpose of the Delphi technique is to draw together a group of 
known experts in their field for a text-based online discussion. The panel of experts, through 
rounds of questions, provide their conceptions, opinions and insights into the particular topic 
(Cole, Donohue & Stellefson 2013). Qualtrics software was used to construct and distribute the 
online Delphi study. Qualtrics software is “an advanced web-based” (Services-RMIT 2017) 
software application available to all RMIT staff and research-based students. The software was 
developed in Utah, in the United States of America (Services-RMIT 2017). The type of questions 
supported by Qualtrics software include: yes/no; true/false; multiple choice; text entry; rank 
order; matrix table; slider; and, side-by-side questions. Qualtrics surveys and questionnaires can 
be distributed by an email invitation, an anonymous URL link; a personal link; social media 
platforms; an Offline App on a hand-held device, and, a QR code. In this research, the online 
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Delphi Study was developed, distributed and managed in Qualtrics software. Email invitations 
were sent to prospective participants and their response to the invitation was received within 
an email. Only educational developers who agreed to participate were sent the Qualtrics link to 
activate the Online Delphi study. 
After each round, a new set of questions were distributed which were informed by the responses 
from the previous round. The Delphi study concluded with a final consensus statement being 
distributed to the panel. (See Appendix Three: Consensus Statement). Cole, Donohue and 
Stellefson (2013) noted that the time required for the researcher to recruit an expert panel, 
communicate and keep them informed as well as the administration of each round is 
considerable and worthy of noting. The panel of experts recruited for this research project will 
be discussed in detail later in this chapter. 
8. Online Delphi Study Method 
In Stage 1 of the research, an online Delphi study was implemented with a panel of experts. Two 
rounds of questions were circulated for response by the panel. (See Appendices One and Two). 
The online Delphi study concluded with the circulation of a Consensus Statement. (See Appendix 
Three) 
The development of the online Delphi study questions was informed by background literature. 
The literature is aligned to four knowledge domains. The knowledge domains are: ICT and 
Educational Technology; Patterns; Instructional Design; and the Instructor. In Table 4-1: to 
follow, each of the domains are presented and aligned to the pertinent literature. As this was 
the first stage of the research, data did not inform the development of the questions. Table 4-1: 
appears on the next two pages. 
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 Table 4-1: Online Delphi Study Knowledge Domains 
Knowledge 
Domain 
Statements from the Relevant 
Literature 
Researchers 
ICT 
and Educational 
Technology 
 increased opportunities for 
technology enabled learning 
 advantages for using technology 
 raised expectations of the 
learners about how their learning 
is presented 
 networked learning is common 
 ICT is now mainstream in higher 
education 
(Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) 
(Goodyear & Yang 2009) 
(Agostinho 2011) 
Patterns  reusable/repeatable/ 
adaptable/transferrable/ multi-
disciplinary 
 a structured sequence of 
activities/steps 
 designed to generate a specific 
outcome 
 include: a problem; a context; a 
solution 
 help learners see the link 
between theory and practice 
 suitable for problem solving 
instruction 
 documents the steps of 
instruction 
 the name of the pattern needs to 
be meaningful, memorable and 
succinct 
(Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011) 
(Goodyear & Yang 2009) 
(Garzotto & Retalis 2009) 
(Agostinho 2011) 
The Instructor  patterns scaffold the instructor’s 
engagement with technology 
enabled instruction 
 patterns help instructors learn 
from the work of other 
instructors 
 allow sharing of instructional 
strategies 
(Laurillard et al. 2013) 
(Agostinho 2011) 
(Oncu & Cakir 2011) 
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 enable discipline-specific best-
practice 
Instructional 
Design 
 instructional design that builds an 
environment for situational 
problem solving 
 inclusive of both individual and 
collaborative learning 
 task specific rather than content 
specific 
 requires engaged learning 
(Lambert & Brewer 2007) 
(Goodyear & Yang 2009) 
 
In Table 4-1: above, the background literature used to inform the development of the online 
Delphi study questions is presented. Each of the statements from pertinent literature are 
grouped by their knowledge domain. In Table 4-2: to follow shows how the questions were 
aligned to the knowledge domains. 
Table 4-2: Table of Knowledge Domains - Online Delphi Study 
Knowledge Domain 
 
ICT and 
Educational 
Technology 
Patterns & 
Instructional 
Design 
The Instructor Group Work 
Round One  
Q1; Q2; Q3; Q4; 
Q5; Q7 
Q6; 
Part 2 -
Commentary 
Round Two Q6; Q7 Q1; Q2; Q8 Q4; Q5 Q3  
 
9. Online Instructor Questionnaire Method 
Stage 2 of the research utilised an online instructor questionnaire. The online instructor 
questionnaire consisted of 23 questions (see Appendix Four: Online Instructor Questionnaire). 
Qualtrics software was used to construct, publish, distribute and manage participant responses 
in the online instructor questionnaire. Email invitations were sent to prospective research 
participants and their responses were also received through an email.  
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The Online Instructor Questionnaire consisted of three overarching domains. The three domains 
are: Technology; Knowledge Management and the Decision Making domain. Questions relating 
specifically to ICT are within the Technology domain. The Knowledge Management domain 
included questions relating to: group work; instructional design; and the Higher Education 
Environment. Questions relating to the instructor were grouped to the Decision Making domain.  
The writing of the questions was informed by data collected from stage one of the research as 
well as pertinent research. In Tables 4-3 and 4-4 to follow, the data and theoretical knowledge 
that informed the writing of the online instructor questions. Four questions are presented as 
examples, commencing with the instructor domain questions, followed by two questions from 
the group work domain.  
Table 4-3: Background to the Online Instructor Questionnaire 
No: Online Instructor Questionnaire Question 
Sample Data From Online 
Delphi Study Published Research 
Q.5 Which one of the following options 
best describes the role of the 
instructor in online courses? 
a) being present 
b) being responsive 
c) leading and managing 
d) all of the above 
Participant No. 82001: 
“Presence is a fine art in 
online and there needs to 
be a lot more to make it 
succeed. Again context is 
everything.” 
Informed by the research 
of Bigatel et al. (2012); 
(Garrison & Cleveland-
Innes 2010; Garrison, 
Cleveland-Innes & Fung 
2010; Kraiger 2008b). 
Q.6 Which one of the following statements 
best describes the skills of an online 
instructor? 
a) a master of technology 
b) a discipline-specific content 
expert 
c) a professional, familiar with 
pedagogical practices 
d) an authority on content, 
pedagogy and the use of 
technology 
Participant No. 78003: 
“Because they [instructor] 
know the research seems 
to indicate better learning 
via collaboration and 
groupwork but don’t know 
how to implement it 
effectively.” 
Participant No. 83001: 
“Who is your audience? 
What message are you 
trying to get across?” 
“Often the downfall in 
group work is that teachers 
do not understand what 
‘good’ group work actually 
looks like.” 
Informed by the research 
of Rienties, B., Brouwer 
and Lygo-Baker (2013). 
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In Table 4-4: two sample questions are presented for the Group Work domain. 
Table 4-4: Background Informing the Online Instructor Questionnaire Questions 
No: 
Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Question 
Sample Data from Online 
Delphi Study Published Research 
Q.11 What strategies do you employ to 
create a collaborative learning 
environment? 
a) I use problem solving 
learning tasks 
b) Regularly, I post a 
question to the 
discussion board 
c) I encourage the students 
to post questions 
d) All of the above 
Participant No. 78001: “Good 
learning design takes a whole 
lot of concerted effort.” “If the 
learning in a particular learning 
context is dependent on 
working collaboratively, then 
teachers need to ensure 
learners have the requisite 
skillset.” 
Informed by the research of 
(Choi & Kang 2010); 
Garzotto and Retalis (2009); 
(Shimazoe & Aldrich 2010) 
Q.13 Do you believe that using an 
automated function in the 
learning management software 
(LMS) for example, Moodle or 
Blackboard, is an effective way of 
assigning group work roles?  
Yes/No 
Participant No. 78003: “While 
groupwork can be readily 
automated it is rarely done 
well. 
”Participant No. 83001: “I 
would not go with learners 
putting themselves into groups 
to increase the authenticity of 
the task. We rarely get to 
choose who we work with at 
work; we need to develop skills 
to work with a range of people 
we hardly know. If the LMS has 
the functionality (I haven’t 
encountered one yet that easily 
enables this), allow learners to 
put forward their profile and 
skillset and compose groups 
based on required needs for the 
task purpose. This develops 
capability in identifying one’s 
own skills and evaluating skill 
needs for a task. This is an 
authentic undertaking.” 
Informed by the research of 
Parsons and Drew (2006); 
(Roberts & McInnerney 
2007) 
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In Tables 4-3: and 4-4: four questions from the online instructor questionnaire were presented 
as examples. The examples show that the development of the questions in the online instructor 
questionnaire was informed by both the data gathered in Stage 1 of the research, (the online 
Delphi study), as well as being informed by relevant research. 
10. The Theoretical Basis for Question Development 
The Online Instructor Questionnaire consisted of three overarching domains. The three domains 
are: Technology; Knowledge Management and the Decision Making Domain. Questions relating 
specifically to ICT are within the Technology domain. The Knowledge Management Domain 
included questions relating to: group work; instructional design; and the Higher Education 
Environment. Questions relating to the instructor were grouped to the Decision Making Domain. 
The following examples discuss the theoretical basis for the development of the Online 
Instructor Questionnaire. 
An Example: Question Six – Online Instructor Questionnaire 
The research of others informed the development of the Online Instructor Questionnaire. Two 
questions are provided to show the process used in their development. When writing question 
six in the online instructor questionnaire, the research of Bigatel et al. (2012); (Garrison & 
Cleveland-Innes 2010; Kraiger 2008a) was incorporated. How each of these research citations 
informed question six will be discussed in the coming paragraphs. 
Question six in the online instructor questionnaire sought to determine a common objective for 
the role of instructor, by asking: Should the instructor lead and manage group work, and should 
they be present, responsive, or all of the above? Bigatel et al. (2012) examined teaching 
behaviours, attitudes and beliefs as competencies for online instruction. From their research, 
Bigatel et al. (2012) found that online instructors should demonstrate seven competencies for 
effective online instruction, which were: 1) active learning skills; 2) administration/leadership; 
3) teaching responsiveness; 4) technological proficiencies; 5) multimedia proficiency; 6) 
classroom decorum; and 7) policy enforcement. These seven competencies suggest that an 
instructor is a discipline-specific expert that adopts and uses technology for their instruction. 
The research of Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2010) focussed on online interaction in distance 
education. These researchers recognised that in online education, interaction must be more 
structured and systematic. Student-instructor engagement and group interaction were 
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important benchmarks in their research. Their research found “… teaching presence contributes 
to the adoption of a deep approach to learning and that interaction by itself does not promote 
a deep approach to learning” (Garrison & Cleveland-Innes 2010, p. 140). The link between 
question six and the Garrison and Cleveland-Innes (2010) research was the conceptual notion of 
instructor leadership. 
Whereas, Kraiger (2008a) considered in detail how the instructor is represented in third-
generation instructional models. Third-generation instructional models align to social 
constructivism in online courses. Through his enquiry, Kraiger (2008a) sought to determine what 
the role of the instructor is in online group work. In his opinion, Kraiger (2008a) claimed that 
effective instructor behaviours enable peer-to-peer learning.  
The role of the instructor cannot be understated (Arbaugh 2008). Question six on the online 
instructor questionnaire sought to determine how the instructors in this research perceived the 
importance of their role. Question seven is provided as an example of the theoretical basis used 
for the question development. 
An Example: Question Seven – Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Question seven in the online instructor questionnaire sought to determine the specific skillset 
of instructors. The question asked: Which one of the following statements best describes the 
skills of an online instructor, is it: a master of technology; a discipline-specific content expert; a 
professional familiar with pedagogical practices; or, an authority on content, pedagogy and the 
use of technology? The research of Rienties, B., Brouwer and Lygo-Baker (2013) informed the 
development of question seven.  
The research of Rienties, B., Brouwer and Lygo-Baker (2013) examined the effectiveness of an 
online professional development program specifically designed to integrate ICT into teaching 
practices. In the second phase of their program, the participants were asked to reflect on their 
beliefs and intentions to instruct online. A significant finding of the research was the noticeable 
change in the confidence levels of instructors using ICT in combination with instructional 
pedagogy, with little or no positive change in beliefs or intention. Coincidently, the increased 
confidence levels were reported by the participants who proactively reviewed and reflected on 
their instructional practices during the program, with other participants finding the program 
“somewhat abstract” (Rienties, B., Brouwer & Lygo-Baker 2013, p. 129).  
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Rienties, B., Brouwer and Lygo-Baker (2013) affirm that the conceptions of instructors about 
their skills level to instruct online are varied. Question seven of the online instructor 
questionnaire specifically sought to determine the perceived skillset of the instructors in this 
research. 
Questions six and seven are two of the 23 questions in the online instructor questionnaire. All 
questions were grouped according to knowledge management domains. The domains are: ICT; 
group work; instructional design; the higher education environment; the instructor and general 
profile questions. 
11. Grouping the Online Instructor Questions 
As presented, the online instructor questionnaire consisted of 23 questions. (See Appendix Four: 
The Online Instructor Questionnaire). The following table identifies the grouping of the 
questions as per the knowledge domains. (See Table 4-5: to 4-6:) 
Table 4-5: Grouping of Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Technology 
Domain 
Knowledge Management Domain 
Decision 
Making 
Domain 
Context of 
the Research 
ICT Domain 
Group Work 
Domain 
Instructional 
Design (ID) 
Domain 
The Higher 
Education 
Environment 
Domain 
The Instructor 
Domain 
General 
Profile 
Questions 
Questions: 8; 
9 and 11 
Questions: 7; 
10; 11; 12; 13 
and 14 
Questions: 
15; 16; 17; 18; 
19; 20; and 21  
Question: 22 Questions: 5; 
6 and7 
Questions:  
1; 2; 3 and 4 
 
Group Work Domain 
From Table 4-5: above, in total, seven of the 23 questions related to the knowledge management 
domain of group work. The purpose of the group work questions was to determine if the 
instructor offered online group work, face-to-face group work, or both, and how groups are 
managed. Question 14 is the major question in this grouping, with questions 10; 11; 12; 13 and 
14 relating very closely to the major question. 
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ICT Domain 
Two of the 23 questions in the online instructor questionnaire related specifically to the 
technology adoption domain of ICT. The purpose of the ICT questions was to determine the role 
of technology and how ICT enables constructivist collaboration in an online courseware 
environment. Question 9 is the major question in this group. 
Instructional Design Domain 
Nine of the 23 questions in the online instructor questionnaire related to the knowledge 
management domain of Instructional Design (ID). The purpose of the ID questions was to 
determine if the higher education instructors were familiar with ID and adopted these principles 
when designing learning tasks. Three of the nine ID-related questions were specific to teaching 
and learning patterns. Question 17 is the major question in this group relating to online 
constructivist collaboration, with questions 15 and 16 directly correlating. In relation to teaching 
and learning patterns question 19 is the major question, with questions 18, 20 and 21 correlating 
to the major question. 
The Higher Education Environment Domain 
Question 23 was a conceptual question relating to the instructor knowledge management 
domain working within the higher education and digital knowledge environment. The question 
sought to determine if higher education instructors consider that critical thinking skills are the 
higher-level skill essential to the success of their learners. Question 23 was the major question 
and only question in this group.  
General Profile Questions 
Questions 1 and 2 were profile type questions which sought discipline and course level 
information to determine the context of the research participants. Participant responses to 
questions 1 and 2 did not form part of the data set for analysis. 
The final question in the online instructor questionnaire was a Yes/No type question. The 
question asked the research participant if they would be willing to participate in a semi-
structured interview with the researcher. 14 of the 21 online instructor questionnaire 
participants agreed to be interviewed. The responses to this question did not form part of the 
data set. In the next section the trial and review of the online instructor questionnaire will be 
discussed. 
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12. Trial of the Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Prior to the online instructor questionnaire being made available to the research participants it 
was trialled, reviewed and edited. Six RMIT staff and higher degrees by research (HDR) 
colleagues trialled the online instructor questionnaire. All six made suggestions and 
recommendations for changes to the wording of the questions. The online instructor 
questionnaire underwent three rounds of changes before being made available to the 
instructors. 21 university instructors completed the online instructor questionnaire. 
13. Review of the Questionnaire Responses 
As soon as one instructor had completed the online instructor questionnaire their responses 
were checked. Advice was received from the second research participant of an ambiguous 
question which was edited immediately. The data generated by the online instructor 
questionnaire will be presented in the Data chapter. 
14. Instructor Semi-structured Face-to-Face Interview Method 
Sixteen interviews were undertaken and completed in this stage of the research. All participants 
were academic instructors, the specifics of which will be discussed in the next section. Interviews 
were carried out in a face-to-face meeting situation, or over the telephone. Each interview lasted 
between twenty-three minutes and fifty-three minutes. Each participant was asked to sign a 
Participant Information and Consent Form (PICF). (See Appendix Seven). 
At the outset of each interview the phenomenographer provided an overview of the research 
project as well as saying that the research had been approved by RMIT University, Business 
College Human Ethics Advisory Committee (BCHEAN). Each participant was thanked for their 
willingness to participate and assured of their anonymity. To start the communication, the same 
first question was asked of every participant, which was: Can you tell me about some of your 
recent experiences of instructing online group work? At least another ten questions followed. 
Throughout the interviews Pitts and Browne (2007) prompting strategies were used by the 
phenomenographer. The following five phrases and questions were used as prompting 
strategies: 1) can you summarise; 2) tell me again; 3) under what circumstances; 4) can you 
remember; and 5) why would you? (See Appendix Five). 
The eleven questions that comprised the semi-structured face-to-face interviews are grouped 
into knowledge domains. In Table 4-6: the questions are grouped according to their knowledge 
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domains. The knowledge domains included: 1) group work; 2) ICT; online learning; 3) The 
Instructor; and, 4) Profile-related questions. 
Table 4-6: Semi-structured Face-to-face Interview Questions Grouped into Knowledge Domains 
Knowledge 
Domains 
Questions numbers Rationale for Questions 
Group Work: 
Group work 
processes 
Q1; Q2; Q4; Q5; Q6 and Q8. To seek data relating to the 
individual instructor’s group work 
practices and patterns of practice. 
ICT: 
online learning 
Q3; Q10 To seek specific details of the 
instructor’s experience and 
conceptions of online learning. 
The Instructor: 
reflective practice 
2 questions To gain insights into the individual’s 
conceptions of their role, including 
reflective practices. 
Other: 
Profile related 
Q6 in 2 parts; Q9; Q11 To seek discipline and course related 
information as background 
information to the research cohort. 
 
In Table 4-6: above, the semi-structured face-to-face interview questions are grouped by 
knowledge domains. The overall objective of the Online Instructor Questionnaire was to 
investigate the instructor’s perception of their instructional environment. The questions were 
developed to build on, or to delve deeper into the instructional environment of each instructor. 
The coming sections the details of the research population will be presented. 
15. The Research Population 
Stage 1 Online Delphi Study – Panel of Experts 
In Stage 1 of the research, the online Delphi study, the research population was made up of 
higher education educational developers. The research participants were recruited from the six 
identified universities and whose job titles included: Academic Advisor, Educational Developer, 
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Manager Learning Services. Forty-seven eMail invitations were sent to people with any of these 
job titles as listed on the University public domain website. Names, job titles, discipline and email 
addresses were located this way. All participants were asked to complete and return a 
Participant Information Consent Form (PICF). As discussed in the previous section, all 
participants were assigned a unique identifying code. The participants’ name, job title and 
employing university have remained confidential throughout the research. All participants were 
guaranteed their anonymity, and their identity coded according to a key only known by the 
researcher. 
Stage 2 Online Instructor Questionnaire - Instructors 
In Stage 2 of the research, the online instructor questionnaire, the research population consisted 
of higher education academics. The research participants were recruited from the six identified 
universities situated across four states of Australia. The participants’ job titles included: Lecturer, 
Senior Lecturer, or Associate Professor. eMail invitations to participate in the research were sent 
to 183 academics. Names, job titles, discipline and email addresses were located on publicly 
available university websites. All participants were asked to complete and return a signed 
Participant Information Consent Form (PICF). Research participants who agreed to participate 
were assigned a unique identifying code. The participant’s name, job title and employing 
university have remained confidential throughout the research. All participants were guaranteed 
their anonymity, and their identity coded according to a key only known by the researcher. 
Stage 3 Semi-structured Face-to-Face Interviews - Instructors 
In Stage 3 of the researcher, the semi-structured face-to-face interviews, the research 
population consisted of higher education academics, who offered group work as part of their 
teaching workload. The participants of stage three were in-part a subset of stage two 
participants. In the online instructor questionnaire, participants were asked if they would be 
willing to participate in a face-to-face interview with the researcher. 16 academics who 
completed the online instructor questionnaire also agreed to be interviewed. As in the previous 
stage, each research participant was assigned a unique identifying code known only to the 
researcher. The participant’s name, job title, discipline and employing university have remained 
confidential throughout the research. All participants were guaranteed their anonymity, and 
their individual details coded according to a key only known by the researcher. 
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16. Researcher Interview Training 
Trigwell (2000, p. 63) argued that phenomenographers “view that meaning is constituted in the 
relationship between the person and phenomenon”. To arrive at the relational view of the 
phenomenon of the instructor’s perception of their role in group work, an adapted questioning 
technique of what, why and how (Couger 1996), supported with prompting strategies (Pitts & 
Browne 2007) was implemented. Prior to undertaking the interviews, training using a mock-
interview technique was facilitated by the senior and associate researchers. 
17. Ethics Approval 
Formal approval to embark on this research project was sought from the RMIT University, 
Business College Human Ethics Advisory Network (BCHEAN). Notice of Approval, Project 
Number: 19714, was granted on 19 January 2016. The study was considered ‘Low Risk’ by 
BCHEAN. The approval covered a research site of three universities: RMIT University; University 
of Melbourne; Federation University Australia.  
Since initial approval was granted by BCHEAN, an amendment application was lodged in April 
2016 to include: Queensland University of Technology; University of Tasmania; and Curtin 
University as additional research sites. Notice of Project Amendment Approval was granted on 
16 June 2016. Academics and educational developers employed at six Australian universities 
constitute the research project. 
Approval to digitally record the phenomenographic interviews was granted by RMIT University, 
BCHEAN on 7 February 2018. (See Appendix Six). 
18. The Data Analysis Structure - Phenomenographic Categories of Conception 
Categories of conception in phenomenographic research are discovered in the data by the 
researcher (Walsh 2000). The ways each participant expresses their experiences of the 
phenomenon is grouped “literally and metaphorically” (Marton 1994, p. 4428). The overall aim 
is to understand what has been said, and what has been meant, in relation to group work. A 
“pool of meanings derives from what all of the participants have said about the same thing” 
(Marton 1994, p. 4428). Walsh (2000) described this process as being what the researcher 
focuses on the interview transcripts to reveal the interviewee’s connection with the 
phenomenon. By grouping what has been said and what has been meant, critical aspects and 
similar features between the conceptions of the research participants were identified. Using this 
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method of data analysis as suggested by Marton (1994), the similarities and as well the 
differences of each participant’s perception of their role in group work were discerned. 
Categories of conception were illuminated through this grouping process. By further 
interactively examining each of the categories of conception, logical relations between each 
category were identified. 
Analysis commenced with the first iteration of data recording and reading, similar conceptions 
were grouped. For example, the participant’s response to the use of ICT in their instruction. 
Some instructors in this research indicated they are willing to trial and adopt new technologies, 
whereas as others continue to use familiar technologies, changing when required. Although 
participants used different phrases to express their conception, the meaning was similar. For 
example: “I don’t recommend anything specific” (Participant No. 78022), and, “No other 
software outside Blackboard” (Participant No. 81019). The process of analysis was to group and 
label similar participant conceptions. Through this recording, reading, clustering and labelling 
process, the categories of conception were illuminated.  
Within each of the categories dimensions of variation exist. Marton (1981, p. 185) defines 
variations in people’s “conceptions of the same aspect of reality which exists at the same point 
in time”. Davey, WF (2014, p. 151) suggested that it can be determined, within categories of 
conception there exists a “hierarchy of growing complexity”. Within the data from each of the 
stages of the research, categories of conception can be further established by the variation of 
complexity. The “inextricable link between variation and conception is fundamental to 
understanding the process of analysis” (Davey, WF 2014, p. 75). Phenomenography was the 
research approach that allowed for all of the participant’s conceptions to be considered. The 
phenomenographer’s research journey will now be presented. 
19. The Phenomenographer’s Research Journey 
This section is a snapshot, or perhaps even a helicopter view of what was considered important 
throughout the research project. The three constants of critical importance to the 
phenomenographer were: 1) learning from the research of others; 2) phenomenography; and, 
3) the research participants. The findings of this research, whilst critical to its success, are indeed, 
fascinating. The experience of each of the participants was so different, and yet so similar, it is 
difficult to reconcile. Phenomenography has provided this research with the facilitative strength 
to search, examine and find meritorious outcomes.  
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The problem as stated was a ‘notable shortage of online group work being offered in higher 
education online courses’. The advantage for this study was that the research of others had 
validated this problem. Valid reasons have been offered by researchers why online group work 
has not achieved the same level of popularity as that of its face-to-face counterpart. The 
considerations offered by these researchers have related to the perceived degree of difficulty, 
the negative attitudes towards group work by students, a perceived lack of available time, or 
simply, unresolved issues with educational-related ICT software and platforms.  
Whilst these difficulties have explained some of the reasons why online group work is avoided, 
what remains as an important consideration is that collaborative knowledge sharing is 
considered one of the essential skills needed in employment. Prospective employers of 
university graduates are regularly reporting that collaborative knowledge sharing is critical in the 
workplace. In a global environment, where virtual teams are in geographically dispersed 
locations, one person, or even one team of employees cannot have all of the information needed 
for that organisation to succeed in their goal to be profitable in a globally competitive market. 
Successive governments have supported organisations for their quest for skilled graduates by 
making an amount of university funding contingent on employability skills education. 
Universities have responded to these government directives by developing their strategic plans 
and auditable identities inclusive of the graduate attributes agenda.  
The aim of this research was to find a means of increasing the amount of group work offered in 
online courses. To achieve this aim, understanding the conceptions of instructors in their role in 
group work provided the foundations of the research. Phenomenography as a research approach 
facilitates the examination of different conceptions, and variations within those conceptions of 
a phenomenon. Phenomenography allows the phenomenon to unfold Marton (2000). 
The phenomenon under investigation in this research was the instructor’s conceptions of their 
role in group work. Phenomenography allows both the similarities and differences in 
conceptions to be captured. It is through multiple iterations of this read, group and label process 
that the phenomenographer 
 was able to distinguish the nuances within the data. The nuances are in fact the connection 
between the research participant and the phenomenon under investigation. Critical attributes 
and distinguishing features are illuminated through the analysis process. The variation found in 
each of the distinguishing features in this research are what give the data its’ richness. The 
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nuances, or variations, are not in themselves expressed as measurements, for example low to 
high, yet are in fact levels of variation. For the phenomenographer, it is this richness of what has 
been said by the instructor about what they did [in the management of group work], that is the 
important crux of the research.  
In phenomenography the research outcome is known as the outcome space. It is in the outcome 
space that the collective of the individual conceptions can be observed. Perceptions are an 
expression of our awareness of a lived experience. Our actions create our awareness, and in 
turn, it is the awareness of our actions that influence our thoughts about our future actions 
(Mimirinis 2019). It is through conceptions that any changes in practice can be effected. 
A change in practice is the ultimate objective of this research. If just one instructor changes their 
practice as a result of their awareness of their experience of the phenomenon of group work, 
then this research has been successful. These connections with the phenomenon in 
phenomenography are recognised as categories of conception. A conception are “ways of 
conceptualizing” or “ways of understanding” (Marton & Pong 2005, p. 336). Categories of 
conception are the collective of the instructors’ conceptions about their role and their actions 
as part of that role. Within each of the categories, the distinguishing features were found to have 
variations; every feature corresponds to a particular dimension of variation (Marton & Pong 
2005).  
The categories of conception collectively portray the perceptions of instructors about their role 
in group work. Within each category are levels of variation in the leadership and management 
of group work, moving along a continuum of less to higher variation. Whilst this research does 
not aim to label instructors according to their level of proficiency, the categories allow the 
phenomenographer, and ultimately instructors, to become aware that a change in practice can 
be engendered through awareness. There are many factors which may impact in changes in 
practice, one of which maybe personality types. 
20. Self-understanding as the Key to Awareness 
Whilst this research is an information systems research study, and falls within the social sciences 
field, it is not a study relating to personality types, or the complex field of psychology, and nor 
does it aim to. In 1993, the Myer Briggs Introduction to Type enjoyed its’ fifth publication edition 
(Briggs Myers 1993). The Myer Briggs Introduction to Type indicators are a personality inventory. 
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The fifth edition was a guide to providing information about your preferred style, or self-
understanding. The Myers-Briggs Type Indicators aimed to describe the differences between 
people; their preferences for a preferred way of being and knowing why. Awareness is the key. 
Knowing how we think about our actions, or our preferred steps of actions in a particular 
situation and influence our decisions about future actions. 
Organisational management theory also has its’ origins in psychology. Management theory has 
shown that a range of leadership and management styles exist. Once again, these management 
styles are based on a preferred style, how we perceive ourselves in relation to others, our 
colleagues, or our employees and subordinates as indicators. How we speak, act and respond to 
others is also their guide to our preferred style of management. Undertaking an analysis of our 
own preferred style or seeking the opinions of trusted colleagues about our own style, can be 
illuminating for the keen-to-know manager. Once again, it is through an awareness of our own 
preferred style and compared to the published management theory relating to the known styles, 
a change can be engendered.  
Similarly, there are recognised and published team roles. The Belbin team roles include: Plant; 
Resource Investigator; Co-ordinator; Shaper; Monitor Evaluator; Team worker; Implementer; 
Completer Finisher; and Specialist (Belbin 2010). Belbin (2010) also looked at team members as 
a dimension of their personality. To arrive at their team roles, Belbin (2010) relied heavily on 
psychometric testing. As stated previously, this research is not a psychological study of 
personality types, however, to be able to undertake further research to determine if there is a 
link between personality types and the findings of this research, could be a significant and 
challenging hypothesis. 
As presented in the previous paragraphs, the Myer Briggs Introduction to Type indicators are 
based on a personality inventory. Organisational management theory explains how business 
leaders can equip themselves with a range of management styles, and in turn, how organisations 
can recruit leaders and managers with the management style akin to the strategic directives.  
The Proactively Ensuring Team Success (The PETS Process) was an important resource for this 
research. The PETS Process is a guide for implementing project teams in higher education. The 
guide is one of the outputs of the project jointly funded by Australian Learning and Teaching 
Council (ALTC) and The University of Queensland. The PETS Process is a systematic approach to 
managing teams of students in graduate and undergraduate courses. For the instructor, the PETS 
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Process is a structured process which includes guidance on student training, peer evaluation, 
group performance assessment, and includes strategies to address the issue of social loafing. Dr. 
Lydia Kavanagh, one of the ALTC project leaders, recognised the importance of bringing a 
structured approach to student teams as a means of improving the outcomes of the team, but 
also the outcome for the individuals within the team.  
As presented, the purpose of the PETS Process is a step-by-step guide for the instructor and an 
overview of teamwork in higher education; and might be considered as a scholarly approach to 
the acquisition of teamwork skills. Whereas, in this research, six phenomenographic categories 
of conception holistically illuminate how the instructor perceives their individual role in group 
work. Whilst the 5E model Urhahne et al. (2010) specifically found five principles, or elements, 
that span the instructional process, by using a phenomenographic research approach, this 
research provided an extended perspective of the instructor.  
Herein sits the aspirations of the phenomenographer: to continue to learn. 
21. Summary of the Research Process 
The research processes undertaken throughout this research project are summarised in Table 4-
7: The Research Process. The table offers dual perspectives; it guides the researcher and readers 
alike. Text labels and information dot points provide further explanation of the research project 
processes. (See Table 4-7: on the next page) 
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Table 4-7: The Research Process 
The Research Process 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work Research Project 
STAGE ACTIONS STEP-BY-STEP APPROACH OUTCOMES 
Literature Review 
 Preliminary 
Literature Review 
 Search for, read and 
notate relevant primary 
literature 
 Background 
Literature 
Problem Statement 
 Identify the 
problem 
statement. 
 Validate the identified 
problem statement with 
scholarly literature 
 Problem 
Statement 
Research 
Questions 
 Develop targeted 
research 
questions 
 Develop central research 
question 
 Develop subsidiary 
research questions 
 Research 
Questions 
Ethics  Seek Ethics 
Approval 
 Prepare and submit 
Ethics application 
 Ethics Approval 
Research Methods 
 Design: 
Sequential Multi-
Method 
approach 
 Online Delphi 
Study 
 Online Instructor 
Questionnaire 
 Semi-structured 
interviews 
 Identify types of data 
sought 
 Multi-methods 
Design 
Data Gathering and 
Recruitment of 
Research 
Population 
 Online Delphi 
Study 
 Recruit 
Educational 
Developers 
 Create Round 1 online 
questions using Qualtrics 
software 
 Administer Round 1 
Online Delphi study 
 Create Round 2 Online 
Delphi Study questions 
informed by Round 1 
responses 
 Administer Round 2 
 Create consensus 
statement informed by 
Round 2 responses 
 Participant 
responses of 
online Delphi 
study as 
qualitative data 
 Online Instructor 
Questionnaire  
 Recruit Academic 
Instructors 
 Create Online Instructor 
questionnaire using 
Qualtrics software 
informed by Delphi Study 
 Trial questionnaire 
 Adjust/amend 
questionnaire informed 
by trial 
 Administer final online 
Instructor questionnaire 
 Participant 
responses of 
online instructor 
questionnaire as 
qualitative data 
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 Face-to-face 
semi-structured 
interviews  
 Recruit 
Academic Online 
Instructors 
 Create interview 
questions 
 Schedule each interview 
time 
 Conduct interviews 
 Record interviews 
 Transcribe verbatim 
interviews recordings 
 Participant 
responses of 
semi-structure 
interviews as 
qualitative data 
Data Management 
 Qualtrics Project 
File 
 Design data 
themes 
 Allocate project 
group  
 Allocate 
pseudonym 
numbering 
scheme to 
research 
participants 
 Download Qualtrics 
Online Delphi Study 
responses 
 Code individual 
responses using 
identified data themes 
 Coded qualitative 
data 
 Download Qualtrics 
Online Instructor 
Questionnaire responses 
 
Phenomenographic 
Data Analysis 
 Transcribe 
Interviews 
 Early Data Sorting 
 Categories of 
Conception 
 Dimensions of 
Variation 
 Reviewing, 
grouping critical 
aspects of 
practice (COPs) 
Interpretation and 
Conclusions 
  Document Categories of 
Conception 
 Publish research 
outcomes 
 making a 
contribution to 
knowledge 
Impact of Research 
  Define impacts of the 
research against research 
questions 
 Refine final Online 
Groupwork Pattern 
 
 
In Table 4-7: above, the research processes undertaken throughout this research were 
presented as a timeline. 
22. Chapter Summary 
In this chapter, the Design and Methodology chapter, the methodological approach adopted for 
the research was presented. It was argued that a sequential multi-methods approach (Brewer & 
Hunter 1989) the most appropriate methodology for the generation of reliable data. A 
phenomenographic research approach enabled the exploration of instructor’s conceptions of 
their role in group work.  
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Online instructor questionnaires and semi-structured interviews were the overarching 
methodological approaches adopted for this research. Three cohorts of participants contributed 
their expertise; in total fifty-three academics, educational developers, and fellow researchers 
willingly gave of their time. In the Data chapter (to follow) the richness of their comments as 
contributions to the research is strikingly evident. Whilst their statements were similar, no two 
had identical experiences of group work.  
Later in the chapter the specific details of the BCHEAN approval was noted with subsequent 
amendments. In all three stages of the research the participants’ responses were electronically 
recorded, and later viewed as their conceptions, and not that of the phenomenographer. The 
chapter concluded with a detailed table of the research processes as a timeline.  
In the next chapter, exemplar data is presented as preparation for the data analysis. 
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 – PREPARATION FOR ANALYSIS 
1. Introduction and Overview of the Chapter 
In the previous chapter, the methodological approach used in this study was discussed and the 
research methods justified. This chapter presents a cross-section of data gathered in the three 
sequential stages of data collection, using three different methods: an online Delphi study; an 
online instructor questionnaire; and semi-structured interviews. Analysis was also done in three 
phases. Each phase of analysis is dealt with in Chapter Six: Analysis of the Findings. In summary, 
the phases of analysis consisted of reading, recording, grouping and labelling. Stage one analysis 
informed stage two of data collection, and stage two of analysis informed stage three of data 
collection. 
The purpose of this chapter is to demonstrate the authenticity and adequacy of the data. Rigour 
of the research framework was discussed in the previous chapter, the Design and Methodology 
chapter. By presenting excerpts of the data in this chapter, authenticity and adequacy are 
exposed (Morse et al. 2002). 
The outcome space of the research was a combined data set. Exemplar data is presented in 
preparation for analysis. The chapter is divided into sections, as follows: 
 Revisiting the research framework 
 Stage one sample data - online Delphi study 
 Stage two sample data - online instructor questionnaire 
 Stage three sample data - interviews 
 A summation of the data 
The chapter commences by revisiting the central research question which guided the research. 
The chapter will conclude with a chapter summary and an introduction to the forthcoming 
Findings and Discussion chapter. 
2. Revisiting the Research Framework: Research Questions Guiding the Research 
As discussed in the Introduction chapter a central research question was written to guide the 
research and to ensure the research findings addressed the identified problem. The central 
research question was: 
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What are the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work that would 
inform the development of a teaching and learning pattern that could build capacity 
and engender the growth of online group work? 
The following subsidiary research questions were developed to identify specific 
components of the central research question. The subsidiary research questions are 
stated as: 
1. How have the individual conceptions of instructors informed their decision 
making in relation to group work? 
2. What are the conceptions of university educational developers and academic 
instructors on the capacity of patterns for teaching and learning? 
3. Research Design as Preparation for Data 
A sequential multi-methods research design was adopted for this study (Brewer & Hunter 1989). 
Three sequential, yet individual data methods were developed, each informed by the previous 
method (Creswell 2014). Multiple choice, short-answer text and interview questioning were the 
predominant means of generating data in this research. The aim of the data collection was to 
“capture the utterances” of academics and educational developers relating to group work Cope 
(2004, p. 7). 
4. Stage One Data: The Online Delphi Study 
Stage one of the research used an online Delphi study to generate data. The objective of the 
online Delphi study was to seek the conceptions, opinions and insights of teaching and learning 
educational developers about group work and the use of patterns for instruction. See 
Appendices One, Two and Three). 
A Delphi study draws on the knowledge and expertise of a panel of like-minded experts (Cole, 
Donohue & Stellefson 2013). The discussions that evolve from Delphi studies have been 
advantageous to the development of standards, or even predicting trends in education (Green 
2014). Nine educational developers participated in the online Delphi study. Over three rounds, 
participants provided responses to questions and statements relevant to group work, online 
group work and teaching and learning patterns. All three rounds were managed online using 
Qualtrics software. The development of the first-round questions and statements were informed 
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by contemporary literature. The results of round one informed the writing of round two 
questions and statements. The final round concluded with the distribution of a consensus 
statement, informed by the two previous rounds. 
In round one, five participants from five university sites, in three states, contributed to the 
discussions. In round two, four participants from four university sites, in four states, contributed 
to the discussions. The consensus statement was distributed to all participants.  
In Tables 5-1: to 5-6: to follow, questions and participant responses are presented as a cross-
section of data from the online Delphi study. 
5. A Cross-section of Data - Online Delphi Study 
The online Delphi study sought responses from educational developers relating to information 
communication technology (ICT); group work; learning design, teaching and learning patterns, 
and graduate attributes. More specifically, the questions in Round 1 aimed to determine if 
teaching and learning patterns are an effective means of planning for and implementing group 
work. Similarly, the questions in Round 2 aimed to determine whether the Universities in this 
research were prioritising collaborative learning in their teaching and learning strategic plans.  
Online Delphi Study: The Value of Patterns for Teaching and Learning 
The following question in the online Delphi study specifically sought to determine the value of 
patterns for effective teaching and learning. (See Table 5-1:) The excerpts of data incorporated 
in the table reveal that these participants thought that teaching and learning patterns are an 
efficient means of documenting instructional practices. The relevant phrases expressed by the 
participants were: 
 “as an efficiency tool” (Participant No. 83001) 
 “they are often guides” (Participant No. 82001) 
 “preferred patterns and idealised solutions” (Participant No. 82002) 
Table 5-1: A Cross-section of Data from the Online Delphi Study - Round One 
Question: In your opinion: do teaching and learning patterns promote effective 
instruction? Explain why/why not. 
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Participant 83001: “They can. The user needs to be knowledgeable in selecting 
and applying the pattern. ePed patterns are often treated as products off a shelf 
to be implemented by people with limited teaching knowledge, as an efficiency 
tool. However, effective teaching is a product of teaching knowledge and skill. 
ePed patterns are one tool that teachers can use.” 
In Table 5-1: (above) one participant’s response to the question in the online Delphi study is 
presented as a cross-section of data. The data was grouped and labelled according to the 
relevant phrases. 
 The next question in the online Delphi study specifically sought opinions relating to consistency 
in assessment strategies. 
Online Delphi Study: Patterns for Consistency of Assessment 
In Table 5-2: (to follow) the excerpts of data incorporated in the table reveal the conception that 
patterns do not promote consistency in assessment. The relevant phrases expressed by the 
participants were: 
 “yes in theory, no in practice” (Participant No. 83001) 
 “but no way guarantee consistency” (Participant No. 81001) 
 “the use of a pattern is no guarantee” (Participant No. 78003) 
Table 5-2: A Cross-section of Data from the Online Delphi Study - Round One 
Question: In your opinion do patterns promote the development of consistent assessment 
strategies? 
Participant 83001: “Yes in theory, no in practice. Assessment is bound by its 
own paradigmatic borders and traditions, and it is often difficult to get 
academics to see T&L and assessment as one entity, or to get university systems 
to allow appropriate assessment.” 
In Table 5-2: one participant’s response to the question in Round 1 is presented as a cross-section 
of data in preparation for analysis. The data was grouped and labelled according to the relevant 
phrases. 
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The next question sought to examine what training for group work was provided. 
Online Delphi Study: Training for Group Work and Group Roles 
Table 5-3: (to follow) displays a question and response from the online Delphi study. The 
question specifically sought to determine what the distinguishing features of training provided 
to students about groups and group roles. Participant responses captured the conceptions the 
participants had about training for group work and roles. The pertinent phrases from the 
excerpts of data were: 
  “of information for group structure and how each role might support others” 
(Participant No. 82002) 
 “allow learners to put forward their profile and skills set” (Participant No. 78003)  
 “more instruction may need to be given” (Participant No. 64001) 
The pertinent excerpt of data depicts the need for training of group work and group roles. 
Pertinent phrases were grouped and labelled for analysis. One full quote of a participant’s 
response to the question is presented in the latter part of Table 5-3: to follow: 
Table 5-3: A Cross-Section of Data from Online Delphi Study - Round One 
Question: Lead and Instruct Group Work. Comment on the information contained 
in this section. 
The instructor is to provide students with a comprehensive overview of the roles, 
responsibilities, strengths and weaknesses of teams. Discuss allocation of team 
roles (if appropriate). 
Team roles to include: 
- Advisor/Advocate 
- Electronic File Manager 
- Observer(s)/Commentator 
- Readers(s)/Editors(s) of final copy 
- Researcher(s)/Fact finder(s) 
- Social Encourager 
- Team Leader and Submitter 
- Team members (all participants) 
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Participant 64001: “If the teacher has never structured group work in this 
manner, more explicit instruction may need to be given regarding the overview, 
but also the roles. Is there a set of ‘non-negotiable’ team members so that the 
number of people in the team can scaled up or down?  
In Table 5-3: (above) one participant’s full response to the question in Round 1 is specifically 
presented as a cross-section of data. The data was grouped and labelled for analysis using the 
pertinent phrases. 
Online Delphi Study: Automation of Group Work Roles 
The following question in the online Delphi study sought to determine if there was agreement 
for the automation of group work roles. Early analysis of the data depicts mixed agreement for 
the automation of group roles. The pertinent phrases from the participants were: 
 “while group work can be automated, it is rarely done well” (Participant No. 82001) 
 “to be done well, a step back needs to be taken” (Participant No. 64001) 
 “yes, the administration can be automated” (Participant No. 82002) 
Pertinent phrases in the data were grouped and labelled for analysis. The fuller excerpt of data 
is presented in Table 5-4: to follow.  
Table 5-4: A Cross-section of Data from the Online Delphi Study - Round One 
Question: In a few short sentences comment on the following problem statement: 
Online group work management can be readily automated using learning 
management system (LMS) software, enabling technology enhanced student-
centred learning.  
Participant 82001: “While groupwork can be readily automated it is rarely done 
well. Some tools suit ease of use e.g. G+ communities but do not easily create 
depth of conversation such as Corus Share. LMS tools are not designed for 
collaboration which is often an afterthought.  
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In Table 5-4: one participant’s responses to this question in Round 1 is presented as a cross-
section of data. The data was grouped and labelled for analysis according to the pertinent 
phrases. 
Online Delphi Study: Course Content or Learning Task 
The following question in the online Delphi study specifically sought to determine which element 
in the design of group work learning is considered the most important: course content or the 
learning task. Early analysis of the pertinent phrases taken from the data show that the choice 
of learning task is an important consideration when thinking about how to engage the learners 
in the course content: 
 “learning outcomes are best served” (Participant No. 78001) 
 “yes, engagement at a task or problem-based level” (Participant 64001) 
The pertinent phrases were grouped and labelled for analysis. A fuller excerpt of data is 
presented in Table 5-5: to follow.  
Table 5-5: A Cross-section of Data from the Online Delphi Study - Round Two 
Question: Instructional design is a very important process in the development of 
instructional tasks. When designing a problem-solving task for online group work, 
which is the most important, and why? 
- the course content 
- evidence of engagement in the task 
- evidence of collaboration between group members 
- the technology being used 
- the assessment artifact 
- all of the above 
Participant 64001: “Yes, engagement at a task or problem-based level. Learners 
can be made aware of how an issue can be engaged with and then how they 
might formulate a possible positive outcome.” 
In Table 5-5 one participant’s response to a question in the online Delphi study is presented as a 
cross-section of data. The data was grouped and labelled for analysis according to the pertinent 
phrases. 
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Online Delphi Study: Group Work, Teamwork or Collaborative Skills 
The following question in the online Delphi study specifically sought to determine what skill set 
is considered a strategic priority for graduates. Early analysis of the particular phrases of text 
expressed by the participants in these excerpts of data show that there is no unified priority in 
relation to group work skills, teamwork skills, or collaborative skills education across the 
universities in this study. The relevant phrases were: 
 “as a graduate attribute” (Participant No. 82001) 
 “working collaboratively” (Participant No. 83001) 
 “it is higher educations’ role” (Participant No. 64003) 
The data was grouped and labelled for analysis using the pertinent phrases. Three quotes in full 
are provided as a cross-section of data in Table 5-6. 
Table 5-6: A Cross-section of Data from the Online Delphi Study - Round Two 
Question: Is it higher education’s responsibility to train their graduates in group 
work skills, team skills or collaboration skills? If yes, which skill set and how? 
Participant 82001: “Most academics are coming at this as they have to include 
group work as a graduate attribute in their course outcomes, or unit outcomes.” 
Participant 83001: “Most universities have a graduate attribute related to 
teamwork or modes of working; this usually translates to learners encountering 
learning situations that involve collaboration and groupwork. If this attribute or 
skillset is to be assessed, then it needs to be taught.” 
Participant 64003: “It is higher educations’ role to include group work skills 
development in their online courses.” 
In Table 5-6: participant responses to a question in Round 2 of the online Delphi study is 
presented as a cross-section of data. This cross-section of data shows that there is a mixture of 
priorities for graduate attributes as indicated by the research participants in this study. 
In Tables 5-1: to 5-6: a cross section of data from stage 1 – the online Delphi study was presented. 
The objective of the online Delphi study was to gain insights into the planning, preparation for, 
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and implementation of group work and the use of patterns for teaching and learning. Analysis 
of the data indicated that this aim was achieved through the contributions of the research 
participants in the online Delphi study. 
The data collected in all rounds of the online Delphi study was recorded and collated into a final 
Consensus Statement and distributed to all panel members. The Consensus Statement is 
presented as follows:  
Table 5-7: Online Delphi Study Consensus Statement 
Online Delphi Study Consensus Statement 
Patterns for learning teaching are a framework for capturing the processes of a learning task 
with the aim of re-using the task. Whilst patterns promote consistency, they cannot guarantee 
the definitive accomplishment of the learning task. 
Although there is agreement for the value of adopting patterns as a means of promoting 
quality in instruction, noting the degree of difficulty in accurately capturing the dynamic 
environment of groups, there is little to no evidence to support the systematic adoption of 
this innovation across higher education. 
Similarly, whilst there is agreement that instructional design principles provide a framework 
to guide the development of learning tasks, the difficulty still remains that instructional design 
is recognised as a specialist discipline. 
6. Using the Online Delphi Study Data to Inform the Online Instructor Questionnaire 
The data from the online Delphi study informed the development of the questions in the online 
instructor questionnaire. A panel of educational developers provided their conceptions relating 
to the use of teaching and learning patterns and the leadership and management of group work. 
The early data analysis at the conclusion of the online Delphi study revealed that: 
 teaching and learning patterns are an effective means of recording instructional 
practices, provide a framework to increase the quality of instruction, however, they do 
not guarantee the achievement of the learning objectives. 
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 The education of group work roles and role responsibilities is an important factor that 
contributes to the effectiveness of the group, and the collaborative engagement in the 
learning. 
These findings provided the basis to the development of the questions in the online instructor 
questionnaire. It became evident it was necessary to examine the perceptions of instructors 
about their role in group work, and patterns for teaching and learning. 
7. Stage Two Sample Data: The Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Stage two of the research used an online instructor questionnaire. The purpose of the online 
instructor questionnaire was to gather a range of conceptions from a cohort of group work 
instructors.  
The online instructor questionnaire consisted of twenty-three yes/no, true/false and short 
answer questions. The objective of the questionnaire was to provide data that identified 
individual conceptions of the instructor in their role as an instructor of online group work. The 
development of the online instructor questionnaire was informed by the analysis of stage one 
data, consistent with a sequential multi-methods study (Brewer & Hunter 1989).  
Participants in stage two of the research were academic staff, whose role is to instruct in 
undergraduate and postgraduate higher education courses. Twenty-one instructors completed 
the online instructor questionnaire. Eight of the twenty-one participants were from the 
Information Systems discipline. Ten participants instructed in post-graduate courses, eleven 
instructed in under-graduate courses. Twenty participants currently offered group work as a 
learning activity. 
The online instructor questionnaire included questions relating to: group work; ICT; online 
learning, teaching and learning patterns; the higher education environment. One question asked 
their discipline, with another question asked for the level of course offered; undergraduate or 
post-graduate. The questions were written based on the analysis of the online Delphi study data 
and targeted instructing academics. For example: What strategies do you employ to create a 
collaborative learning environment in group work? 
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8. Early Data Sorting 
Participants’ responses were grouped and labelled using Qualtrics software. Hard copy reports 
were printed from the Qualtrics platform. Data sorting commenced with reading each report 
looking for similarities and then anomalies. In the first instance data was group and labelled 
according to the conception expressed by the participant; same or similar conceptions grouped 
together.  
9. A Cross-section of Data - Online Instructor Questionnaire 
Forthcoming Tables 5-8: to 5-10: provide a cross-section of data collected by the online 
instructor questionnaire. Three questions and excerpts of the responses will be presented in 
their numbered order. The purpose of presenting a cross-section of Stage 2 data is to 
demonstrate the authenticity and adequacy of the data (Morse et al. 2002).  
The objective of stage two of the research was to investigate each instructor’s instructional 
environment. All the participants who participated in the online instructor questionnaire were 
instructors of group work. Twenty-one instructors participated in the online instructor 
questionnaire. These Instructors were asked a range of short answer, multiple choice, true or 
false, and yes/no questions. The gender of the instructors was twelve females and nine males. 
Nine of the participants belonged to the Information Systems discipline. The instructors were 
employed at five different universities in five different states of Australia. 
Of the twenty-three questions asked in the online instructor questionnaire, ten questions 
related to group work, two related to online learning, two related to ICT, two related to the 
Instructor specifically, with the remaining questions relating to the instructor’s course and 
discipline. Questions numbered one to five were profile related, seeking details of their 
instructional environment, their discipline, and the graduate level of their teaching program.  
Questions seven to twenty were research related. Questions seven to twenty sought data 
specifically relating to the role of the instructor, patterns of practice, ICT, collaborative learning, 
group work, and using patterns for instruction. The writing of these questions was informed by 
the data gathered in stage one of the research. Questions twenty and twenty-two were 
administrative related.  
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The online instructor questionnaire was made available to the participants via Qualtrics 
software. Qualtrics software recorded all responses for access by the phenomenographer. 
Reports were generated by the software for analysis purposes. 
Questions seven, eight and twelve are presented in the following tables. These questions were 
chosen for presentation as they specifically relate to the instructor and patterns of practice, 
commencing with question seven. Questions in the online instructor questionnaire were written 
to extend, or further elaborate on the online Delphi study questions. 
Online Instructor Questionnaire: Question Seven 
Question Seven in the online instructor questionnaire asked the instructor about their 
instructional role in an online environment. The responses show that 17 out of 21 instructors 
answered that being present, being responsive as well as leading and managing group work is 
considered the role of the instructor. These responses were grouped and labelled for analysis 
according to collective response. 
Table 5-8: Question Seven - The Instructor 
Multiple Choice Question: Which one of the following options best describes the role of the 
instructor in online courses? 
a) being present 
b) being responsive 
c) leading and managing 
d) all of the above 
Responses 
17 out of 21 answered (d) 
In Table 5-8: the online instructor questionnaire question sought to determine the instructor’s 
conception of what their role included role in online learning.  
Online Instructor Questionnaire: Question Eight 
Question Eight in the online instructor questionnaire asked the instructor to express how they 
perceive their online instructional skills. The writing of this question was informed by Round One 
of the online Delphi Study. 
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13 of the 21 participants indicated they thought themselves to be a master of technology, a 
discipline-specific content expert, and a professional familiar with pedagogical practices. 8 out 
of 21 participants indicated they thought of themselves as a discipline-specific content expert. 
Table 5-9: Question Eight, The Instructor 
Question: Which of the following statements best describes the skills of an online 
instructor? 
a. A master of technology 
b. A discipline-specific content expert 
c. A professional familiar with pedagogical practices 
d. An authority on content, pedagogy and the use of technology? 
13 out of 21 participants answered (d) 
With the remainder answering (b) 
In Table 5-9: the online instructor questionnaire question sought to determine the conceptions 
of instructors about their role. These responses were grouped and labelled for analysis.  
The Online Instructor Questionnaire: Question Twelve 
Question Twelve in the online instructor questionnaire sought to determine if instructors 
followed a similar pattern of practice when designing learning tasks. The writing of this question 
was informed by Round Two of the online Delphi study which provided an ePedegogical Pattern 
for comment by the panel of experts.  
12 out of 21 participants answered ‘yes’ to this question, they do follow a similar pattern when 
creating learning tasks. With the remaining 9 out of 21 answering ‘no’, they used a variety of 
methods, which changed according to the instructional circumstances. These responses were 
grouped and labelled for analysis. (Table 5-10: appears on the next page). 
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Table 5-10: Question Twelve: Steps in Creating an Online Learning Task 
The steps in creating online learning tasks are: 
1. consider the content to be learned 
2. consider the technology media available to you 
3. consider the complexity of the content and the degree of difficulty of the technology 
media combined 
4. consider how student-centred learning principles can be employed 
5. consider how the task will be assessed and aligned with the learning objectives 
6. consider how the learning will be demonstrated using technology  
Question: Does this process represent the process you use to create online learning tasks? 
Yes/No. Why or why not? 
12 out of 21 participants answered ‘Yes’ to this question. 
9 out of 21 participants answered ‘No’ to this question and added they use a variety of ways 
depending on their current circumstances. 
In Table: 5-10: the online instructor questionnaire question sought to determine if instructors 
followed a particular pattern of practice when creating online learning tasks. Responses to this 
question revealed that half of the participants responded they followed a pattern of practice 
when creating online learning tasks. Responses to this question were grouped and labelled for 
analysis. This component of the analysis is presented in the forthcoming Analysis chapter, where 
it is shown that routine practice is recognised within the co-ordinator category of conception. 
(See section 4, Chapter 6) 
In Tables 5.8: to 5-10: a cross section of the data from the online instructor questionnaire has 
been presented, together with summaries of how the participants responded to each of the 
questions. The data gathered from the online instructor questionnaire contributed to the pool 
of data for analysis. Analysis of the pool of data was a process of examination of what had been 
said to determine what had been meant. Through the process of analysis, categories of 
conceptions were illuminated. The categories of conception describe all of the conceptions 
instructors have about their role as instructors in an online learning environment.  
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In summary, the conceptions of the instructors about their role were grouped and labelled for 
analysis. Analysis of Stage Two informed the development of Stage Three data collection. The 
questions asked in the semi-structured instructor interviews were written to extend, or further 
evolve the data gathered from the online instructor questionnaire. The objective of the online 
instructor questionnaire was to gain an understanding of instructors’ broader instructional 
environment. Whereas the objective of the instructor interviews was to gather data relating to 
individual experiences of group work. Sample data generated from the face-to-face semi-
structured interviews will be presented in the forthcoming section. 
10. Stage Three Sample Data: Semi-structured Interviews 
Interviews are the predominant mode of data collection in phenomenography (Marton 1994). 
Phenomenography as a research approach allows for all conceptions of a particular 
phenomenon to be examined. In each stage of the research, all conceptions expressed by the 
research participants were recorded, clustered and labelled. Through this process of analysis, 
phenomenographic categories of conception were illuminated. 
Stage three of the research adopted semi-structured interviews to generate data. The objective 
of the semi-structured interviews was to determine individual instructor conceptions. 
In this stage, the interviewees were academics, whose role it is to instruct in undergraduate and 
postgraduate higher education courses. Interviews were conducted in one of two modes, either 
face-to-face, or over the telephone. Ethics approval was sought and granted on 7 February 2018 
to digitally record the interviews. Eleven interviews were digitally recorded. Researcher notes 
were made during the first six face-to-face interviews. All interviewees were instructing 
academics. 
Each interview was conducted and guided by an interview protocol sheet, which included 
prompting strategies (See Appendix Five). Whilst the interview protocol provided a guide for the 
questions to be asked, it facilitated “an interactive relationship” between the participant and the 
researcher (Richards 2015, p. 48). In this research, the development of the questions in the 
interview protocol was informed by the online instructor questionnaire data. The interview 
protocol consisted of 11 questions.  
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An adapted interview questioning technique of what, why and how (Couger 1996), supported 
by prompting strategies (Pitts & Browne 2007) was implemented. All participants were asked 
the same questions, with some of their responses followed up with a prompting strategy for 
verification, for example: what did you mean, or, can you provide an example? The motivation 
for using a prompter, was to delve into the instructor’s perception of their specific experience in 
a specific situation of group work facilitation. Walsh (2000) identified that being sensitive to what 
the participant is saying, is a means of guiding the research to achieve its’ objectives. 
11. Cross-section of Data – Interviews 
The face-to-face, semi-structured interviews sought responses from instructing academics 
relating to their conceptions of group work. The objective of the following question was to find 
out how the instructor perceived their role in the implementation of group work, pertinent 
phrases of the participants’ responses were: 
 “I see my role as a facilitator of group work” (Participant No. 780025) 
 “I watch each group very closely” (Participant No. 820019) 
 “I use group work to bridge the gap” (Participant No. 810019) 
Same or similar responses were grouped and labelled for analysis. In Table 5-11: to follow, a full 
excerpt of data is provided as a cross-section of data.  
Table 5-11: A Cross-section of Data: Interview Question relating to Group Work Management 
Question in two parts: 
1. In your opinion, how significant is your role and function in online group work? 
2. Can you attribute your management as a significant contributor to its’ success? 
Participant 810019: “I have taught online for many years. I use online group work to 
bridge the gap. I chat informally online with the students. I post a welcome message. 
I give the groups the option of a weekly online meeting after 7pm. I do all these things 
to minimise the risk behind the use of group work.” 
In Table 5-11, a cross-section of data relating specifically to the management of group work from 
one research participant have been presented. The objective of the following question was to 
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find out how the instructor prepares their students for group work. Pertinent phrases of the 
participants’ responses were: 
 “talk to them, tell them what to expect” (Participant No. 830019) 
 “we just talk about each week” (Participant No. 810019) 
 “I provide them with the structure of group work in a lecture” (Participant No. 820019) 
 “we have a tutorial” (Participant No. 780022) 
Same or similar participants’ responses were grouped and labelled for analysis. A full quote of a 
participant’s response is provided as a cross-section of data. 
Table 5-12: A Cross-section of Data relating to Group Work Role Training 
Question: How do you prepare your students for group work? 
Participant 780022: “We have a tutorial, plus I ask our industry guest speaker to touch 
on the benefits of teamwork”. 
In Table 5-12, a cross-section of data is provided from one research participant describing how 
they prepare their students for group work 
12. Chapter Summary 
Throughout this chapter distinguishing participant responses from all three stages of the 
research were presented. The purpose of presenting these cross-sections of data was to expose 
the adequacy and authenticity of the data prior to analysis. Marton (1981) reminds us that in 
phenomenography, a collective intellect can be seen as a pool of ideas, conceptions, and beliefs 
that underlie any possible interpretation of reality.  
The next chapter commences with an overview of the phenomenographic framework for data 
analysis.  
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 - ANALYSIS OF THE FINDINGS 
This study aimed to examine the conceptions of instructors of their role in group work. The 
previous chapter presented a cross-section of the data in preparation for data analysis. The data 
was analysed using an iterative process, which included recording, reading, grouping and 
labelling. The results of this process were six phenomenographic categories of conception.  
The categories of conception are descriptors of how the instructor of group work conceives their 
role. In this chapter each of the categories will be introduced with a descriptor for that 
conception. This will be followed by insights into the analysis and discussion of the type of data 
for that category. Each of these categories depict the conceptions of the instructor has about 
their role as instructors of group work. 
In this chapter the findings of the research will be presented, commencing with an overview of 
analysis using a phenomenographic research approach. The sections to follow are: 
1. Phenomenographic Data Analysis 
2. The Findings of the Research – Categories of Conception 
3. The Findings of the Research – Dimensions of Variation 
4. Substantiating the research findings 
1. Phenomenographic Data Analysis 
Phenomenographic data analysis is an iterative, interpretive process in which the 
phenomenographer seeks to determine the very different ways the phenomenon has been 
experienced (Cope 2004; Limberg 2008). It is through the process of analysis that determines 
the clusters of conceptions. In phenomenography, the categories of conception arise from 
examining the meaning of what has been said by the participants. The data is a collection of 
many individuals’ thoughts expressed as perceptions. Their awareness relates to the particular 
phenomenon under investigation, known as the subject. Through a process of analysis of the 
data, clusters of critical attributes and distinguishing features of thoughts are gathered and 
clustered. The clusters are named with a descriptive term that encapsulates the clusters of 
thoughts. Similar questions were asked of each individual research participant for consistency 
yet seeking a wide range of perceptions. The process of offering group work can be very similar, 
but yield very different outcomes, whilst being described very differently by individual 
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instructors; their conceptions of the similar situations being notably different. It is these 
differences of conceptions that provide the variations in the categories of conceptions. A 
conception is another term for perception. In this thesis the word conception is always meant 
as a perception that a person has about or a particular thing, or event, that is meaningful for 
them. This research focuses on the conceptions the instructor has about their role in the 
phenomenon of group work. 
Transcribing the Interviews 
Transcribing the interviews was the first formal iteration of the phenomenographic data analysis. 
The process and purpose of analysis was to identify and group each of the particular ways the 
participant expressed their conceptions of their role in group work, looking for common, similar 
and contrasting expressions. By identifying and recording critical aspects of each expression, “a 
limited number of distinctively different ways of understanding the phenomenon” became 
evident (Marton 1994, p. 4425).  
Early data sorting commenced with reading each report from the earlier stages of the research 
looking for similarities, and then anomalies. In the first instance data was sorted into the 
knowledge domains of: group work; the instructor; ICT; online learning; teaching and learning 
patterns; the higher education environment; and the instructor. Several iterations of data 
sorting, grouping and labelling expedited the recall of common, yet noteworthy passages of text 
throughout data analysis. Analysis of the data revealed “hierarchically ordered, distinctly 
different ways of experiencing” the phenomenon of group work (Cope 2004, p. 7). In the section 
to follow a detailed discussion of the analysis process that led to the findings of the research will 
be presented. 
2. Analysis: Findings of the Research - Categories of Conception 
Hasselgren and Beach (2006) outline that human awareness of a phenomenon is not simple, or 
absolute, in fact, it is layered; components of the whole are visible in part, and it is combination 
of the parts that allow us to experience the whole. 
“Awareness is layered. Some things make up the core … others … the field 
surrounding the core … . Although we are not consciously aware of most things, 
we are aware enough for them to be pulled into the core if the changing here 
and now were to make them appear highly relevant … . Relating parts to parts, 
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parts to whole and whole to context means having a simultaneous focal 
awareness of parts, whole and context … the major components of the structural 
aspects of ways of experiencing something … or of conceptions … . The structural 
aspect pre-supposes the referential aspect … of experiencing something … (and) 
together … characterise … a level of capability (to experience something in a 
certain way) … . A way of describing a way of experiencing something is … a 
category of description.” (Marton 1995, p. 175). 
Group work as a learning activity is a series of steps, or stages, and by engaging with each of the 
steps or stages, provides the individual learner with an opportunity for learning, or 
collaboratively gaining knowledge, or at least, a better understanding of the issue under 
investigation.  
In guiding the analysis it was presumed that the instructor’s role in group work would consist of 
a series of steps or stages as those proposed by Laurillard and Ljubojevic (2011); the 
Conversational Framework (see Figure 3-2, Page 63). Through awareness, their engagement in 
each of the steps or stages can be examined in part and combined as a whole to better 
understand the phenomenon of the impact of their role. Phenomenography as a research 
approach facilitates the phenomenographer to examine each component of the instructor’s 
perception of their role in each stage of group work, which in turn, provides insights about the 
impact of the phenomenon, articulated as group work learning. As stated, awareness of the 
parts facilitates an awareness of the whole. In phenomenographic research, the findings are 
expressed as the outcome space; within the outcome space categories of conception express 
the findings as sections; expressed as categories of conception. 
The findings of this research are six categories of conception. The categories of conception are: 
non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The categories of 
conception describe the conceptions the instructor has about their role in group work. The 
categories represent all of the data “very faithfully” (Walsh 2000, p. 27).  
In the paragraphs to follow the six categories of conception will be presented. Each category is 
identified by a category label and role descriptor. The category label is the overarching title for 
that category. Each category label is elaborated on by a role descriptor. Role descriptors are 
inclusive of aspects of practice. An aspect of practice (AOP) is a simple description of the way a 
category of conception is expressed in terms of the observable practice of the instructor. 
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3. Categories of Conception: Descriptors 
Each of the categories of conception are presented now as descriptors as a means of describing 
the phenomenographic analysis process leading to the research findings. For ease of 
presentation, each category will be labelled, followed by a descriptor, then the AOP for that 
category, and then a short discussion on the category outcome. A category outcome is a 
summary, or representation of the conception that instructors have which influences their 
decisions, and ultimately their actions in their role. Figure 6-1: shows the presentation format 
for each descriptor to follow. 
 
Figure 6-1: Categories of Conception – Role Descriptors 
4. Category of Conception: Non-Starter 
The non-starter category is at the basis of the hierarchy, or continuum of the categories of 
conception. 
Non-Starter Descriptor: relinquisher: a relinquisher of their responsibility to offer 
group work. 
This category recognised the value of information and education 
technology, yet collaborative group work is often relinquished for 
other forms of learning that deliver the course content as instructor-
led learning, preferring to work with individual students.  
 AOP: not present 
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4.1 Analysis of the Non-Starter Category 
Analysis shows that, both instructors and educational developers expressed their conceptions 
that group work, and particularly online group work, has been found to be just too difficult, too 
time consuming and very resource hungry. The data provides a range of evidence that indicates 
there is a reluctance of offer group work, with some instructors offering it only when the 
requirement is imposed upon them. Throughout this research the participants expressed their 
perception that the benefits of group work far outweighed the effort needed to manage group 
work learning. The following quotes are shown here to illustrate the component of non-starter. 
Table 6-1: Analysis: Non-Starter 
 
 
 
 
 
In phenomenographic research, the ways each participant expresses their experiences of the 
phenomenon is grouped “literally and metaphorically; a pool of meanings derives from what all 
the participants have said about the same thing” (Marton 1994, p. 4428). It follows then that the 
overall aim of the analysis process is to understand what has been said, and what has been 
meant, in relation to group work; or, to reveal the research participant’s connection with the 
phenomenon (Walsh 2000). 
In the analysis process, the three quotes presented in Table 6-1: were grouped for their same-
meaning conception. The conception shows that these research participants are reluctant to 
offer group work, using it as a learning tool only when required to do so. For these research 
participants, the conception not to offer group work is valid. Analysis shows that the component 
of non-starter is appropriate. 
The analysis process illuminated a conception of instructors who have chosen not to offer group 
work as part of their instructional practices. Their decision not to offer group work was expressed 
as deliberate and considered decision, rather than as being something they did not know how 
to do, need help with, or training in. As expressed earlier in the introduction to this chapter, 
1. “yeah, and I think in the second semester I got rid of it” (Participant No. 78029) 
2. “the students didn’t like it and the course feedback was very negative particularly 
about the mishandling of group work” (Participant No. 78027) 
3. “asking an instructor to create successful group work in a learning management 
system is a recipe for failure” (Participant No. 82002). 
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group work, and particularly online group work, is cited as being difficult to manage, and is 
considered not to guarantee the objectives of the course content being met.  
Category of Non-Starter Outcome 
The process of analysis of the data shows a general disdain for group work. Accordingly, it can 
be asserted that the non-starter component shows a competent instructor making a valid 
decision based on their experience and is able to express their conception and take action 
accordingly, not to start a group work learning activity. The findings of the research illuminate 
that the profile descriptor for the component of the non-starter category, is best described as 
an instructor who is aware that the course content as the major objective and will deliver the 
content using alternative forms of instructional practices, not group work; their actions based 
on their conceptions. 
Table 6-2: Summary of Analysis: Non-Starter 
Summary of Analysis: Non-Starter 
Sample Data Analysis Aspect of Practice (AOP) 
I got rid of it  relinquisher 
 
5. Category of Conception: Starter 
The analysis of the data illuminated the next role on the continuum as starter category. The 
descriptor for the starter category is: 
Starter Descriptor: set-and-forget 
 The instructor uses a minimalist set-and-forget control of group work.
 A.O.P: minimal presence 
5.1 Analysis of the Starter Category 
Analysis shows that the starter category will set the group work task, only to leave the 
management of the process to the students; a set-and-forget approach. The set-and-forget 
approach is recognised as the next most complex conception. In this conception it is accepted 
that the responsibility of managing a group, as well as individual roles and responsibilities, can 
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be delegated to the group itself; however, the final outcome and the measure of equality of 
workloads of the individual group members throughout the process would be unknown.  
Using a third-party software platform to manage group work processes was expressed as 
another means of group work management. For example, groups are given access to the 
software portal to register, download instructions, role descriptors, and group work resources. 
The instructors identified as choosing to use third-party software for the purposes of the 
leadership and management of groups argue strongly in its favour; advocating that it streamlines 
and unifies the processes. The software portal provides the same information to all groups, the 
responsibility rests with the individuals to make the time to access it. Delegating the 
responsibility of leading and managing group work was a conception illuminated in this research 
as a very routine thing to do. Instructors highlighted the benefits they gain by delegating group 
work responsibilities; in fact, delegating the mundane tasks to a technology-based solution was 
considered as an ideal solution. The following quotes are shown here to illustrate the component 
of starter category.  
In the first quote, the instructor sees group work as being a responsibility they will assume only 
when they are required to. In the second quote the instructor relies on a third party to express 
the importance of group work. In the third quote the instructor is familiar with and expresses 
the need to be aware of the role the instructor has in group work.  
Table 6-3: Quotes relating to Starter 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In the analysis process, the three quotes shown in Table 6-3: were grouped for their same-
meaning conception. These conceptions show that these research participants’ connection with 
the phenomenon of group work is that they have a preference not to manage the day-to-day 
processes of group work once started. The conception indicates that there are instructors who 
1. “so when I am required, then I have to do it” (Participant No. 78028) 
2. “I use a moderated version of group work but I get my guest speakers to touch on their 
industry’s perspective of teamwork” Participant No. 78022. 
3.  “collaborative learning skills need to be fostered and because every group and cohort 
is different, therefore group work cannot be a set and forget exercise”. (Participant No. 
64001) 
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are willing to start the group work process, only to leave the groups to be self-sufficient, 
preferring not to be present to manage the day-to-day processes; relinquishing this role to the 
groups. Analysis shows that the component of starter is appropriate. 
Similarly, analysis revealed that third-party software, and third parties, offered the instructor an 
opportunity for a set-and-forget group work management. Set-and-forget is the category 
descriptor for the starter category. The descriptor sets out that set-and-forget is a means of 
managing the mundane processes of group work. In the third instance there is evidence of 
discourse about group work, rather than evidence of active engagement in group work. This 
category is best described as an instructor who starts group work only to leave the management 
to the groups themselves, or to a third-party software program, or to a third party; with the 
instructor being minimally present to the process.  
A non-starter opts out of using group work preferring to use other methods of instruction, 
whereas a starter relinquishes the day-to-day responsibility of managing group work, that is, a 
less-than-optimal presence to the group participants or processes. The category of conception 
of co-ordinator will be presented in the next section. 
Table 6-4: Summary of Analysis: Starter 
Summary of Data Analysis: Starter 
Sample Data Analysis Aspect of Practice (AOP) 
set-and-forget  set-and-forget 
I intervene only when necessary  Initiator of group work 
 
Category of Non-Starter Outcome  
What became increasingly evident as the study progressed was the number of instructors who 
once used group work, and for a variety of reasons deliberately moved away from this form of 
collaborative learning, favouring the more traditional teacher-led methods of instruction. These 
instructors cited student resistance, or difficult group dynamics, or reduced study hours, or 
geographic displacement of students as the predominant reasons for their decision to abandon 
the use of group work. These decisions expressed by the research participants are important to 
the research by illuminating a deeper, richer argument in the study; once users of group work, 
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are now non-users. The perception of their role in these circumstances was to manage out of 
group work to teach the learning content in other ways.  
The conception of non-starter category is not one expressed as a negative connotation; it is 
expressed as a decision based on their previous experience, the fact of the matter, to move away 
from offering group work. In the following section the category descriptor of co-ordinator is 
presented. 
6. Category Descriptor: Co-ordinator 
Analysis of the data illuminated the next category on the continuum as the co-ordinator 
category. The descriptor for the co-ordinator category is: 
Co-ordinator Descriptor: co-ordinators manage the processes of group work as part 
 of their day-to-day responsibilities 
The category of co-ordinator is a routine user of information 
management, who prefers to adopt, use and re-use technology-based 
educational software to manage groups and course content. 
 AOP: engaged, interactions with the groups are routine 
The profile descriptor for the category of conception of co-ordinator is best described as the 
instructor who adopts, uses and re-uses technology-based instructional practices whilst 
managing students and university processes. As the term co-ordinator suggests, the instructor 
perceives their role as one of managing the process of group work once started, as their 
predominant responsibility, and perceived as requiring most of their time. A co-ordinator is 
proactive in their role.  
It became evident through analysis that instructors give both general and detailed instructions 
to their groups, and group members; co-ordinating the processes of group work is part of their 
instructional role as a teaching academic. The conceptions illuminated instances of instructors 
using their first-hand knowledge, as well as anecdotes of past group work experiences to inform 
the groups of what to expect, how to succeed, and what to do in the event of an unexpected 
problem. In this category, instructors see their role as using a range of communication channels 
to converse with their groups, informally and formally; email, online chats, the discussion board, 
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or in face-to-face tutorials. The following quotes are shown here to illustrate the co-ordinator 
category. 
Table 6-5: Quotes relating to Co-ordinator 
1. “I talk to them, I tell them what to expect by using examples from past group work 
situations” Participant No. 83019.  
2. “I watch each group very closely, and it’s the students who start late that don’t usually 
fit into a group situation well” Participant No. 82019. 
3.  “I talk with the groups, and they are not formal meetings but I ask, where are you up 
to? How are you going? So I get a feeling where they up to” Participant No. 78024. 
 
In the analysis process, the three quotes presented in Table 6-5: were grouped for their same-
meaning conception. The category shows that these instructors are engaged and prefer to 
manage the day-to-day processes of group work as it evolves. These instructors chose to 
communicate to their students, information about group work processes as well as offering a 
communication channel throughout the process by talking with the groups. The conceptions of 
first-hand experiences expressed by these instructors illuminate their preference to co-ordinate 
their group work practices, using communication as their key tool. Analysis shows that the 
component of co-ordinator is appropriate. 
6.1 Analysis of the Co-ordinator Category 
The analysis illuminated a cohort of research participants that actively lead and manage the day-
to-day processes of group work. The quotes presented in the preceding table demonstrate that 
the descriptor of co-ordination as being regular communication with student groups, for 
example, talking to the students, weekly online chats, or briefing the groups within a structured 
lecture situation. Instructors see their role as co-ordinators of the day-to-day processes of group 
work as well as an instructor who assumes responsibility for providing information to the student 
groups, and on a regular basis. One instructor even stating they use communication skills to 
resolve difficulties. Another instructor saw their responsibility as monitoring the groups very 
closely. Analysis authenticates that the data is consistent with the profile descriptor of co-
ordinator. 
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Table 6-6: Summary of Analysis: Co-ordinator 
Summary of Data Analysis: Co-ordinator 
Sample Data Analysis Aspect of Practice (AOP) 
watching each group very carefully 
talking and telling 
 
engaged 
interacts 
 
Category of Co-ordinator Outcome  
In summary, a co-ordinator sees the value and the benefits of offering group work. The 
conceptions show the co-ordinator category of conception as the most commonly expressed 
conception. In the interviews, instructors were heard to refer to themselves as co-ordinators, 
usually expressed using the phraseology of co-ordinating the steps and stages needed. These 
instructors recognised that it was their responsibility to ‘be around’ should the groups need 
them to answer a question or provide some advice; they were engaged with the process of group 
work. The category descriptor for trusted advisor will be presented in the next section. 
7. Category Descriptor: Trusted Advisor 
As the name suggests, an advisor offers advice. A trusted advisor then, provides advice with 
credibility and responsibility. 
Trusted Advisor: Descriptor: provides advice, prepared to intervene 
The category of the trusted advisor is an instructor who is present, 
focused, informed, and a proactive user of education technology for 
instructional-related practices, they are sufficiently confident to 
intervene in potential issues and provide guidance. 
 AOP: present, responsive, proactive, a guide 
Throughout the data gathering stages, instructors expressed their willingness to share their 
knowledge and expertise. Many of the instructors interviewed had been teaching for long 
periods of time and were very willing to share their expertise with the phenomenographer. In 
fact, one participant was very keen to share the details of their academic publications relating 
to teamwork and collaborative learning. Their research on social networking had included higher 
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education institutions from 18 countries. This research participant talked at length about an 
agreement contract they initiate at the outset of group work. The purpose of the agreement 
contract is to gain a commitment from each group that they will assume a role in the group and 
agree to engage collaboratively and effectively with the others to achieve the objective of the 
learning task. This participant went on to explain how they delegate the responsibility for 
assigning group roles to the individual students themselves based on their knowledge, skills and 
experiences of group work and teamwork. The students also decide who they want to work with 
based on a profile of all the students in the cohort published in the course Wiki. By establishing 
the agreement contract, this instructor had assured and delegated their trust to the groups to 
perform their role to ultimately achieve the objectives of the learning task. 
Another research participant spoke about their well-established practice of endeavouring to 
communicate their trust. This research participant also had had many years of teaching 
experience. The communication model used by this research participant is best described as: 
glad, sad and sure. In all communications with students this instructor uses the phraseology that 
“I am glad you have contacted me.” “I am sad that it has come to this”, and “I am sure we can 
work something out”. The instructor spoke earnestly of how this communication approach instils 
trust with and within the cohort.  
Similarly, another research participant explained how they endeavour to establish trusting 
relationships between individuals in the groups by asking them to produce and distribute a group 
manifesto of who is doing what and by when. This instructor went onto further explain that this 
manifesto helps build trust within the groups by establishing a common connection or starting 
point between the students, particularly when cultural differences become apparent with 
international-English as a second or third language students. Quotes are shown here to illustrate 
the trusted advisor category. 
Table 6-7: Quote relating to Trusted Advisor 
1. “When I am contacted by a group member about a potential (or actual) conflict 
within the group, I ask them to start by going back to the manifesto” Participant No. 
78024. 
2. “… I would like the other co-ordinators to take more responsibility. I am not the boss. 
I don’t own the groups” Participant No. 78026. 
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7.1 Analysis of the Trusted Advisor Category 
Analysis of the conceptions show that instructors, connect, engage and are responsive to an 
individual, or a group calling for assistance. The quotes provided in Table 6-7: showed that 
instructors are willing to get involved in the detail of the group work processes, particularly when 
there is an issue needing to be addressed. The conceptions of the first-hand experiences 
expressed by these instructors illuminated the category of trusted advisor; that is, others rely on 
them for help. Analysis shows that the component of trusted advisor is appropriate. 
The phenomenographic analysis process illuminated that the category of conception of Trusted 
Advisor is recognised as an experienced instructor who is present, focused, informed, and 
proactive in managing students and instructional-related practices, they are sufficiently 
confident to intervene in potential issues. A trusted advisor sees their role as being able to get 
the best out of people or a situation. For students, and at times colleagues, they can also be seen 
as the go-to-person when a problem or situation arises, as they are considered as a trusted 
advisor, an authority and a guide. Instructors should be urged to network with each other to gain 
confidence themselves, or instil confidence in others (Graham 2015).  
Table 6-8: Summary of Analysis: Trusted Advisor 
Summary of Data Analysis: Trusted Advisor 
Sample Data Analysis Aspect of Practice (AOP) 
course Wiki for introductions 
the model: glad, sad, sure 
agreement contract; manifestos 
go back to the manifesto 
 
present 
responsive 
proactive 
a guide 
 
Category of Trusted Advisor Outcome  
Instructors are by the very nature of their teaching role are advisors, moreover, the trusted 
advisor is the go-to-person. Laurillard (2009) recognises this person as an informal teacher, who 
may be a peer. Often, the trusted advisor is sought out for their ideas, their experience, 
suggestions for action, to seek feedback or reassurance (Laurillard 2009). The category 
descriptor for the reflector category will be presented in the next section. 
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8. Category Descriptor: Reflector 
Analysis of the data illuminated the next category on the continuum as the reflector category. 
The descriptor for the reflector category is:  
Reflector: Descriptor: reflects on processes and outcomes 
The reflector uses reflective practice to build their proficiency. This 
category is informed and can argue for and against the use of group 
work with the confidence of knowledge. 
The profile descriptor for the category of conception of reflector encapsulates an experienced 
instructor who is informed, can argue for and against with the confidence of knowledge; 
knowledge gained through the reflection of their practices as well as observing the practices of 
colleagues. The reflector has gained considerable insights into their role by reflecting.  
 AOP: present, responsive, proactive, aware, reflective, a guide 
Three quotes are shown here to illustrate the reflector category. 
Table 6-9: Quotes relating to Reflector 
1. “I hear lots of horror stories about group work from my colleagues.” Participant No. 
78026. 
2. “I teach project management across three disciplines. I am always too busy teaching to 
manage my research responsibilities as well, so a few of us banded together. Together 
we have developed and streamlined our online groups.” Participant No. 78020. 
3. “… working on those practical projects and in more recent times, also, trying to use it as 
a vehicle to get students to appreciate it as base practice …” Participant No. 78030. 
 
8.1 Analysis of the Reflector Category 
Analysis shows that these research participants’ connection with the phenomenon of group 
work is that they have reflected on their past experiences of group which has guided their 
current role in group work. From the “pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) of the three 
quotes provided in Table 6-9: analysis illuminated a cohort of research participants who had 
reflected and deliberately chose a different course of action accordingly. The conceptions of 
their connectedness with group work expressed by this cohort of research participants 
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illuminated that reflection was the indicator for future action. Reflection enables a cognitive 
rethink of how to generate a better action (Laurillard 2012). From the analysis, the component 
of reflector is appropriate. 
Phenomenographic analysis of the data showed instances of the reflective practice category, 
where instructors reflect on their role as managers and leaders of group work. For example, in 
the third example in Table 6-9: this research participant had used their many years of 
observation of group behaviours to share stories to enrich the experience of colleagues. This 
research participant spoke at length about the behaviours of their individual students, convinced 
that personality traits influenced group behaviours. This research participant held that an 
introverted personality type is less likely to succeed in group work, and particularly in online 
group work, as introvert is considered as someone unlikely to take the lead or assume 
responsibility for the others in the group. While this assumption could be positively challenged 
by a self-aware introvert by suggesting that an in online learning environment, text-based 
communication possibly allows for a heightened level of confidence and a more considered 
engagement. However, the research participant did not provide the phenomenographer with 
any strong evidence that their observations influence their own practice of group work, other 
than this awareness. 
In the previous category of conception, the trusted advisor, a quote detailing that leading the 
students to develop a detailed manifesto at the outset of any group work was presented. By 
taking this action, this is recognised as an embedded instructional practice, it also has provided 
evidence to this research that the instructor has reflected on their past experience. Reflection 
of past practice has led to changes in current practice.  
The phenomenographer became particularly alert to the group work practices of one participant 
mid-way through the data collection process. This research participant admitted to “being an 
educator for a hundred years, or more”. Through experience, and reflection of their role as an 
instructor of group work and online group work, this research participant has developed a 
system to ensure that all students are accurately recognised for their contributions to the 
assessable task. Each group participant must choose, use and notate a colour of font that 
indicates their contribution. In the final report, it is immediately evident to the whole group, as 
well as to the instructor, which group member has made a significant contribution, or a meagre 
contribution. This simple, but highly effective method of showcasing individual contributions 
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negates the issue of the group having to deal with, or report, a free-loader in the group; a system 
where reward is commensurate to contribution. As the instructor, this research participant also 
has access to a software function that records and reports on each and every contribution, or 
edit, the report has undergone until its final submission. The student cohort is advised at the 
outset that this system of assessment will be implemented. 
Table 6-10: Summary of Analysis: Reflector 
Summary of Data Analysis: Reflector 
Sample Data Analysis Aspects of Practice (AOP) 
Trying to use it as a vehicle to get 
agreement contract; manifestos 
write a group reflection report 
 
aware 
proactive 
reflective 
Category of Reflector Outcome  
The analysis showed that through feedback this category is able to reflect on how well their 
actions contributed to the achievement of the group task. “Reflection creates the possibility that 
they can adapt their current conception in order to improve their revised action” (Laurillard 
2009, p. 13). Yet, the typical working life of a university instructor does not lend itself to being 
more reflective and extending practice to include the ideas of others (Laurillard et al. 2013). The 
category descriptor for the actuator category will be presented in the next section 
9. Category Descriptor: Actuator 
The final category of conception is actuator. An actuator of group work is the category at the 
highest end of the capacity continuum, and is inclusive of a range of attributes, including 
influential and enthusiastic. Not all instructors who contributed to this research demonstrated 
the actuator category. The actuator demonstrates high levels of competence in the identified 
categories of conception. 
Actuator: Descriptor: able to incite, influence and move others to engage and 
achieve.  
High levels of motivation for inclusivity and collaboration in online 
group work are actuated. High levels of expertise of collaboration-
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based software and its’ application are evident. This category 
demonstrates all of the attributes of the category descriptors. 
AOP: enthusiastically present, responsive, proactive, aware, reflective, 
a guide 
9.1 Analysis of the Actuator Category 
Analysis showed that the data was inclusive of two standout examples of the actuator category, 
both of whom extolled the virtues of online group work for learning. One instructor spoke at 
length about the group work leadership and support they provide at every stage throughout 
their online group work learning activity. Towards the end of each group work learning activity 
this instructor spoke of how they routinely sought feedback from each of the groups, and the 
individuals within the group, for the purposes of checking the effectiveness of group work to 
achieve the learning outcomes. In addition, this research participant had sought opportunities 
to collaboratively consult and publish with colleagues on the topic of social networking in higher 
education, for the purpose of minimising any risks associated with collaborative group work 
learning. This data is synonymous with the actuator category, illuminated through analysis. In 
the tables to follow, four quotes are provided as a means of illustrating the category of actuator. 
Table 6-11: Table of Quotes relating to Actuator 
 
In the second quote, the research participant spoke of their annual group work project which is 
a globally-based project aligned to an industry partner. The industry partner’s enterprise is 
recognised as being a significant provider in the global cyber-security industry. The groups are 
disparate across the world with China and Australia as major portals. Via the Internet these 
groups are working to formulate solutions for web-based security issues identified by the 
industry partner. In this instance, it is group work that facilitates collaboration between group 
members to allow them to co-operatively formulate possible solutions, which are then formally 
“I chat online with the students, informal chats”, and, “for our discipline-specific 
learning, group work helps bridge the cultural gap, we have cohorts of up to sixty, 
many of whom are international.” Participant No. 78026  
“Yes, the groups use a range of other software to support their collaboration, including 
Facebook” Participant No. 78026 
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presented to the industry partner for consideration, and hopefully accepted. The instructor 
spoke of how this globally-based project is very effective in creating an awareness of real work-
related issues, for example, collaborating with partners in different time-zones.  
Table 6-12: Table of Quotes relating to Actuator 
“Last year we didn’t have the time zones quite worked out, possibly because of the 
change in daylight savings time, but nevertheless with a bit of last-minute 
adjustments, the formal presentations to the industry partner went well. It was also 
an opportunity for a celebration to recognise the successes of the project” Participant 
No. 78026. 
 “… so how can I trust or put an environment in place where people will have the 
conversation, engage with what I give them and come out the other end, so what 
portion do I need to control and check and what do I not need …” Participant No: 
78027. 
 
In the quotes provided in Table 6-12, the participant’s conception of their category was that of 
an assumed, not assigned responsibility. While this participant recognised their role as being 
very important, there was an overwhelming sense of enthusiasm of what the collective of their 
leadership and the learners’ collective contribution could achieve; enthusiasm outweighed 
responsibility. The abundant use of emerging technologies as a platform for engagement was 
strikingly evident with this individual instructor. Technology was used to embellish the 
experience of the group. Group members were globally dispersed, time zones and cultural 
differences were evident, but not impenetrable barriers, in fact, this participant saw these 
possible difficulties as the richness that added to the learning experience of group work. From 
the example data above, the level of competence of the dimensions of variation can be 
determined as high. It is recognised that the level of achievement of the students against the 
course objectives is high. The actuator in this example data recognised that their group 
participants were globally dispersed which necessitated them to collaboratively share their 
learning via familiar software applications. In this example it is evident that the potential barrier 
of global dispersion of group members is in fact the defining attribute. The actuator’s perception 
is that their role is significantly important to the groups achieving their objectives, recognisable 
to others through their enthusiasm.  
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The phenomenographic analysis process shows that the category of actuator is appropriate. The 
analysis shows that these research participants’ connection with the phenomenon of group work 
is one of engaged enthusiasm for the opportunities that group work learning offers. From the 
“pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) of the four quotes provided in Tables 6-11: and 6-
12: shows that the instructor as an actuator is able to influence others to engage and achieve 
the objectives of group work; they are enthusiastically present and through their communication 
encourage others to engage in group work. 
Category of Actuator Outcome  
In summary, the category of conception of actuator represents an enthusiastic and confident 
instructor who demonstrates a high level of competency in the leadership and management of 
groups within in a virtual learning community; they assume their role, it is not delegated. 
Table 6-13: Summary of Analysis: Actuator 
Summary of Data Analysis: Actuator 
Sample Data Analysis Aspects of Practice (AOP) 
I do this because I want to 
informal online chats 
encourages the use of collaborative 
software 
real-life industry issues 
sought feedback 
collaborative journal publishing 
 
enthusiastically present 
responsive 
proactive 
aware 
reflective 
a guide 
 
The phenomenographic process of analysis illuminated six categories of conception which will 
are diagrammatically represented in the next section. 
10. Recapping the Analysis of this Research illuminating Categories of Conception 
In the preceding paragraphs each of the discussions presented vignettes of the rich data 
provided by the research participants. These vignettes are representative of the categories of 
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conception found in this research. It is through the phenomenographic data analysis process 
that these categories became evident. 
The categories of conception are a means of grouping the utterances of the research participants 
as they express their conceptions of their role in group work. The research has identified six 
Categories of Conception representative of the role of the instructor in group work. These 
categories can be diagrammatically shown on an X axis. The X axis indicates the levels of 
complexity of each of the categories of the instructor in group work. 
 
Figure 6-2: Categories of Conception 
In Figure 6-2: The Categories of Conception found in this research are diagrammatically 
represented. These categories provide a focus on each of the individual conceptions that 
describe the various complex categories of the instructor found in the data. The categories are 
shown as levels of complexity, from basic to comprehensive; the descriptor of non-starter is at 
the basis, and core of the hierarchy. 
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11. Analysis: Further Findings of the Research - Dimensions of Variation 
Analysis showed that within each category of conception, dimensions of variation were evident. 
Dunkin (2000) described dimensions of variation as the “dimensions of difference around which 
the ultimate categories were organised” (p.145). Cope (2000) described a dimension as having a 
particular value. Whereas Andretta (2007), using (Marton 1981), defined dimensions of variation 
as the attributes that are common, or the features that allow us to distinguish one category of 
conception from the other. In this research, a dimension of variation is a value, and is further 
defined as a hierarchical dimension of difference. Four dimensions of variation existed in the 
data. The four dimensions of variation are stated as: the instructor cognition; group work 
processes; use of collaborative ICT; reflective practice. Each of the dimensions of variation 
identified within the categories of conception is now presented. 
Table 6-14: Dimensions of Variation 
VALUES Non-Starter Starter Co-ordinator Trusted 
Advisor 
Reflector Actuator 
The 
Instructor 
Cognition 
1a. does not 
see the value 
of group work 
1b. unaware 
of the full 
potential of 
group work 
1c. sees the 
value and 
benefits of 
group work 
1d. aware and 
confident of 
their role and 
supportive of 
students and 
other 
instructors 
1e. knows 
that being 
proactive and 
reflective 
about group 
work provides 
the means to 
encourage 
others 
1f. realises 
their 
substantial 
expertise is 
the key to 
influencing 
others to 
achieve the 
group work 
objectives 
Group Work 
Processes 
2a. sees the 
processes of 
group work 
time 
consuming 
2b. recognises 
their role as 
providing 
instruction 
and co-
ordination of 
the day-to-day 
processes 
2c. 
understands 
their role as a 
guide, offering 
advice to 
individuals 
and groups 
2d. knows and 
understands 
that reflection 
creates better 
instruction 
2e. knows 
that 
experience 
and being 
proactive, 
reinforces 
good practice 
2f. realises 
that their 
knowledge 
and expertise 
of group work 
can be used to 
lead groups 
and other 
instructors 
Use of 
Collaborativ
e ICT 
3a. considers 
collaborative 
ICT as 
potentially 
problematic 
3b. considers 
reliance on 
third-party 
teamwork 
software most 
appropriate 
3c. is familiar 
with a range 
of 
collaborative 
software and 
chooses to 
use university 
3d. 
understands 
that groups 
have access to 
a range of 
software 
3e. knows the 
value of 
software for a 
particular 
collaborative 
environment 
3f. realises 
specific 
software 
applications 
for specific 
cohorts 
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preferred 
platforms 
platforms for 
collaboration 
Reflective 
Practice 
4a. reflection 
of past 
experience of 
group work 
has reinforced 
their decision 
not to offer 
group work 
4b. is 
minimally 
aware that 
reflection can 
improve 
outcomes 
4c. minimal 
reflection of 
role and 
practices 
4d. 
understands 
that their 
experience 
can be used to 
guide others 
4e. knows 
from 
experience 
that reflection 
builds good 
practice 
4f. realises 
and espouses 
the benefits of 
reflective 
practice. 
In Table: 6-14: each of the four dimensions of variation illuminated in the data are presented. 
The values are hierarchical across the table, moving from left to right. 
12. Dimensions of Variation - Role Descriptors 
The dimension of variation for the Instructor Cognition increase in value across Table 6-15: from 
left to right. The hierarchical values show what the instructor’s perception of their role in group 
work. Each of the values will be discussed separately, commencing with the Instructor Cognition: 
The Non-Starter role.  
13. Dimension of Variation Role Descriptor: The Instructor Cognition 
Instructor Cognition: The Non-Starter role has purposefully thought about offering 
group work and decided to relinquish the opportunity preferring to work with individual 
students. The instructor may have thought that online group work is just too difficult to 
manage, or they are aware that their students are reluctant to participate. Or, the 
instructor may have perceived that they have more control over the course content to 
be learned by adopting a teacher-led instructional style. 
Instructor Cognition: The Starter role is a reluctant group work manager and leader; 
often they will relinquish the responsibility. This instructor recognises that the decision 
whether to offer group work in their course is not their decision to make, it was imposed 
upon them by a course co-ordinator, or the because the course objectives insist on group 
work learning.  
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Instructor Cognition: The Co-ordinator role is aware of the benefits of using group work 
as a learning tool. He/she uses education technology to manage group work and is able 
to recognise and readily articulate how this is done. 
Instructor Cognition: The Trusted Advisor role is cognisant of their role as instructor. 
They perceive their role as important to the success of their students’ learning, they can 
define their role and articulate it to their colleagues and student groups. 
Instructor Cognition: The Reflector has thought about their role and what they have 
been able to achieve using group work. Using reflective practice, they have been able to 
change elements of their role. They are able to readily articulate what worked well and 
what they would change next time. 
Instructor Cognition: The Actuator has gained significant insights into their role. They 
are confident leaders of group work which is demonstrated in the way they 
enthusiastically think and speak about their role in group work to students and 
colleagues; they are motivational. 
14. Dimension of Variation Role Descriptor: Group Work Processes 
The dimension of variation for the Group Work Processes increase in value across Table: 6-15, 
from left to right. The hierarchical values show what the instructor’s perception of their 
knowledge of group work processes. Each of the values will be discussed separately in this 
section, commencing with the Group Work Processes: The non-starter role. 
Group Work Processes: The Non-Starter is reticent to inform others about group work, 
they lack confidence to discuss group work, more particularly, their role as instructor. 
This role is reluctant to use group work as they prefer to work with individual students. 
Group Work Processes: The Starter role starts group work only to relinquish the 
responsibility to the groups or other third parties. 
Group Work Processes: The Co-ordinator role is confident to provide training to their 
groups on the roles and processes of group work. Their co-ordination of group work 
regularly uses learning management software to manage course content and online 
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collaboration between instructor to student, and student to student, as well as student 
to instructor. 
Group Work Processes: The Trusted Advisor is often seen as the go-to-person to ask 
about the functionality of group work. They regularly use past examples of their practice 
to explain roles and group work processes. 
Group Work Processes: The Reflector uses past experience to build their future practice. 
They reflect on the impact their role had during each process of group work and apply 
this learning to their next group work activity. 
Group Work Processes: The Actuator is aware that each process within group work 
contributes to the overall achievement of the group. Whilst the actuator may not focus 
their attention on one process over another, they are aware of the importance of each 
stage. 
15. Dimension of Variation Role Descriptor: Use of Collaborative ICT 
The dimension of variation for the Use of Collaborative ICT increase in value across Table: 6-15, 
from left to right. The hierarchical values show what the instructor’s perception of their 
knowledge of collaborative software platforms. Each of the values will be discussed separately 
in this section, commencing with the Use of Collaborative ICT: The Starter role. 
 Use of Collaborative ICT: The Non-Starter role has made a deliberate decision not to 
offer group work, subsequently their use of collaborative ICT software is for personal 
use only. Monitoring and responding to a raft of students’ posts is considered as an 
impost of their time. 
 Use of Collaborative ICT: The Starter role sees that relinquishing the responsibility of 
group work collaboration to third-party software is the most appropriate action. 
 Use of Collaborative ICT: The Co-ordinator role is aware that collaborative ICT is a tool 
that facilitates student interaction. This role recognises that learning management 
software has a role in collaboration, but recognises that social media is preferred 
platform by their learners. 
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Use of Collaborative ICT: The Trusted Advisor role is also aware that collaborative ICT is 
an online group work tool and will often suggest a range of collaborative software 
platforms to choose from. 
Use of Collaborative ICT: The Reflector role recognises from their observations that 
students prefer to use social media for collaboration between individuals. The Reflector 
will suggest students use the learning management software and email for collaboration 
but concede that social media software is the students’ preferred platform. 
Use of Collaborative ICT: The Actuator role is aware of a range of collaborative software 
platforms and can recommend a specific platform suitable to the group task and the 
diversity of the groups. 
16. Dimension of Variation Role Descriptor: Reflective Practice 
The dimension of variation for Reflective Practice increases in value across Table: 6-15, from left 
to right. The hierarchical values show what the instructor’s perception of their practice of group 
work. Each of the values will be discussed separately in this section, commencing with Reflective 
Practice: The Non-Starter role. 
 Reflective Practice: The Non-Starter role is not aware of the effect of their role. Should 
this role become more aware of the importance of their role then a deliberate change 
of practice may have a very positive impact on the students’ collaborative learning 
development.  
Reflective Practice: The Starter role is only minimally aware that by reflecting on their 
past experience can improve the outcomes in the future. 
 Reflective Practice: The Co-ordinator role has a minimal awareness of their role. Similar 
to the Starter role, should they become more aware of their importance to group work, 
then it may have a positive influence to change their practice. 
 Reflective Practice: The Trusted Advisor role is recognised as an advisor. This role has 
thought about and has reflected on their role in collaborative group work, and from this 
reflective practice they can provide students and their colleagues with suggestions to 
help resolve issues and guide the practice of others. 
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Reflective Practice: The Reflector uses their own practice to reflect and build on the 
outcomes achieved. They have improved their own practice and are empathetic in 
supporting others to improve their practice. 
Reflective Practice: The Actuator role is an influencer. Through their experience, and 
regular reflection of their role, they are able to espouse the responsibilities, potential 
benefits, and potential outcomes of collaborative group work to student groups and 
colleagues. 
17. Analysis: Dimensions of Variation 
Analysis showed that four dimensions of variation existed in the data. The four dimensions of 
variation were stated as: the instructor cognition; group work processes; use of collaborative 
ICT; reflective practice. In the previous Sections 14 to 16, each of the dimensions of variation 
identified were presented as descriptors. The descriptors have been determined through the 
process of phenomenographic analysis. Key words in the data illuminated the variances between 
each of the categories of conception, low to high; in this research recognised as dimensions of 
variation. For example, the Value of The Instructor Cognition – 1a: does not see the value of 
group work was illuminated by the key word of: relinquisher. Analysis of the data shows that 
the keyword of ‘relinquisher‘ is expressed by the example data of “I got rid of it”.  
In Table 6-16: to follow, each of the dimensions of variation are presented according to their 
value, from low to high complexity identified by a key word and accompanied by a quote from 
the data illustrating the dimension of variation.  
Table 6-16: Values of Dimensions of Variation 
Category of 
Conception 
Dimension of 
Variation 
Value: Low Quotes Illustrating 
the Dimension of 
Variation 
Value: High 
1. The Instructor 
Cognition 
1a. does not see the 
value of group work 
Low = relinquisher “I got rid of it” 
1b. unaware of the 
full potential of 
group work 
 
“everybody does it 
differently” 
1c. sees the value 
and benefits of 
group work 
 “be clear about what 
you are trying to do 
and facilitate that” 
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1d. aware and 
confident of their 
role and supportive 
of students and 
other instructors 
 
“but I sense that we 
have probably 
improved things 
marginally” 
1e. knows that being 
proactive and 
reflective about 
group work 
outcomes provides 
the means to 
encourage others 
High = starter 
“using group work 
bridges the gap” 
1f. realises their 
substantial expertise 
is the key to 
influencing others to 
achieve the group 
work objectives 
 
“these students are 
not in my course, 
they come to me 
voluntarily from 
different courses” 
 
2. Group Work 
Processes 
2a. sees the 
processes of group 
work time 
consuming 
Low = responsible 
“I focus on the 
content which is 
marketing, not on 
the groups so much” 
 2b. recognises their 
role as providing the 
instruction and co-
ordination of the 
day-to-day processes 
 “I talk to them, tell 
them what to 
expect, use examples 
from past groups” 
 2c. understands their 
role as a guide, 
offering advice to 
individuals and 
groups 
 
“I chat online with 
the students, 
informal chats” 
 2d. knows and 
understands that 
reflection can create 
better instructional 
practices 
 “the assessment is 
integrated, I try and 
make it rewarding 
and meaningful, by 
assigning 20% for 
participation” 
 2e. knows that 
experience, and 
High = controller 
“I have been 
teaching in a 
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being proactive, 
reinforces good 
practice 
blended mode for a 
long time” 
 2f. realises that their 
knowledge and 
expertise of group 
work can be used to 
lead groups and 
other instructors 
 
“I am really 
interested in social 
networking in higher 
education, that is 
where I have 
researched” 
 
3. Use of 
Collaborative ICT 
3a. considers 
collaborative 
software as 
potentially 
problematic 
Low = a guide 
” I don’t recommend 
anything specific” 
 3b. considers 
reliance on third-
party teamwork 
software most 
appropriate 
 
“we use software 
licensed to an 
outside provider to 
manage the groups” 
 3c. is familiar with a 
range of 
collaborative 
software and 
chooses to use 
university preferred 
platforms 
 
“they choose 
software to suit their 
needs, Google docs, 
email, SMS or 
Facebook” 
 3d. understand that 
groups have access 
to a range of 
software platforms 
for collaboration 
 
“I always 
recommend they 
collaborate using 
Google docs” 
 3e. knows the value 
of software for a 
particular 
collaborative 
environment 
High = an influencer 
“I try and get them 
to use Google 
Collaborate” 
 3f. realises specific 
software application 
for specific group 
cohorts 
 
“we have a group in 
China so there are 
cultural issues 
around social media 
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platforms we need 
to be aware of” 
 
4. Reflective 
Practice 
4a. reflection of past 
experiences of group 
work has reinforced 
their decision not to 
offer group work 
Low = a judge 
“I have only been 
teaching online this 
semester, it’s too 
soon to think about 
it” 
 4b. is minimally 
aware that reflection 
can improve 
outcomes 
 “I learn on the job, 
experience only” 
 4c. minimal 
reflection of role and 
practices 
 “I have been 
teaching for 12 years 
now” 
 4d. understands that 
their experience can 
be used to guide 
others 
 
“it’s too early in my 
teaching to 
comment” 
 4e. knows from 
experience that 
reflection builds 
good practice 
High = An authority 
“I do! I do it at the 
end of every 
semester” 
 4f. realises and 
espouses the 
benefits of reflective 
practice 
 
“I also ask for 
feedback from the 
students” 
 
In Table 6-16: above, each of the dimensions of variation were presented according to their 
value, from low to high complexity identified by a key word and accompanied by a quote from 
the data illustrating each of the dimensions of variation. The dimensions of variation 
demonstrate very clearly that not all instructors think, act, or respond to their instructional 
environment in identical ways; although similarities can be observed.  
The findings of this phenomenographic research are six categories of conception that express 
the complex roles of the instructor in group work and online group work. Within each of the 
categories there are dimensions of variation, the variations express the levels of complexity, 
from low to high. The dimensions of variation found in this research are: The Instructor 
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Cognition; Group Work Processes; Use of Collaborative ICT; and, Reflective Practice. Each of 
these dimensions will be discussed in the coming sections. 
18. Analysis: Dimension of Variation - The Instructor Cognition 
The following quotes show the dimension of variation of The Instructor Cognition; low to high. 
Table 6-14: Quotes relating to Instructor Cognition 
Low: “I think that the first course I inherited had a group work component and I think in 
the second semester I offered it, I got rid of it.” Participant No. 78029 
High: “these students are not in my course, they come to me voluntarily from different 
courses.” Participant No. 78026 
 
In Table 6-14: above, two quotes illuminate the dimension of variation of instructor cognition in 
relation to group work.  
Analysis shows that the “pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) from this example of data is 
that instructors are decisive about their views on group work; it is either good for purpose, or 
not. It can be contented that group work can be frustrating for instructors, as there are elements, 
or even whole groups where the dynamics within are uncontrollable. 
At the higher of the dimension of variation, the “pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428), show 
that the perception of this instructor, or their cognition of their role is that they are sufficiently 
confident to offer the opportunity of working in groups outside their usual course-ware practice. 
19. Analysis: Dimension of Variation - Group Work Processes  
The following quotes show the dimension of variation of Group Work Processes, low to high. 
Table 6-15: Quotes relating to Group Work Processes 
Low: “I focus on the content which is marketing, not on the groups so much.” Participant No. 
78022 
High: “I am really interested in social networking in higher education, that is where I have 
researched.” Participant No. 82019 
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In Table 6-15: above, two quotes illuminate the dimension of variation of instructor cognition in 
relation to Group Work Processes.  
Analysis shows that the “pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) from these examples of data 
are that instructors of group work focus in different elements of the process. In the first example 
quote provided, the instructor perceives the content of the course is the critical element. In the 
second quote, the instructor is more focussed on the collaborative function of group work; 
collaboration being their area of research.  
20. Analysis: Dimension of Variation - Use of Collaborative ICT 
The following quotes shows the dimension of variation of the Use of Collaborative ICT in group 
work, high to low. 
Table 6-16: Quotes relating to Collaborative ICT 
Low: “I don’t recommend anything specific.” Participant No. 78022 
High: “we have a group in China so there are cultural issues around social media platforms 
we need to be aware of.” Participant No. 78026 
 
In Table 6-16: above, the two quotes provided illuminate the dimension of variation of Use of 
Collaborative ICT in relation to group work, low to high.  
Analysis shows that the “pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) from the examples of data 
show that instructors are aware of the availability of collaborative software platforms, the 
specific functionality of these platforms, and appropriateness. 
In the first example of data the instructor did not recommend or guide the students to any 
particular collaborative software platform. However, in the second example the instructor was 
very aware of the cultural issues surrounding social media platforms and was careful not to make 
an inappropriate recommendation to the groups. 
21. Analysis: Dimension of Variation - Reflective Practice  
The following quotes show the dimension of variation of Reflective Practice, low to high. 
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Table 6-17: Quotes relating to Reflective Practice 
Low: “I have only been teaching online this semester, it’s too soon to think about it”. 
Participant No. 78022 
High: “I also ask for feedback from the students”. Participant No. 81019 
 
In Table 6-17: above, the two quotes provided illuminate the dimension of variation of Reflective 
Practice in relation to group work, low to high.  
Reflective practice is something that is not practised by all instructors. Analysis shows that the 
“pool of meanings” (Marton 1994, p. 4428) evident in the first example of data was that 
instructors new to their role are reticent to reflect on their group work practices.  
At the higher end of the dimension of variation, the meaning that can be taken from the second 
example of data implies that only do they reflect on their own practice, but they seek feedback 
from the groups relating to their experiences of group work.  
As an aside observation, the phenomenographer was aware that not any of the instructors in 
this research sought feedback from their colleagues on their group work practices.  
22. Phenomenography: A Structure of Awareness 
In phenomenography, the data analysis framework is not created prior to the data being 
gathered, as in many other methods of qualitative research, instead it emerges from the data 
through analysis (Bowden 2000). 
“Although she is aware of the innumerable things simultaneously, she is certainly 
not aware of everything in the same way. Our awareness has structure to it. 
Certain things come to the fore, while other things recede to the ground, explicit, 
implicit.” (Marton 2000, p. 110) 
A data analysis framework allows the phenomenographer to investigate the participant’s 
experience of the phenomenon, both individually and as a collective whole. This analytical 
process in phenomenography is known as a structure of awareness. The structure of awareness 
provides a framework which enables the phenomenographer to describe the phenomenon in 
detail from the participants’ perspective, to draw conclusions from the data, and to make 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Analysis  Page 131 
 
recommendations. In this study, it is the instructor’s conscious thoughts, or conceptions about 
their role in the group work, either as a separate component, or their whole total experience 
that is the phenomenon under investigation. The structure of awareness is the categories of 
conception that describe all of the instructors’ roles in group work. The dimensions of variation 
are the hierarchical values between the categories of conception that show complexity. The 
structure awareness facilitates discussion and allows conclusions to be drawn from the research. 
23. A Structure of Awareness of the Role of the Instructor 
Humans can be aware of a specific detail of their experience, and yet not always simultaneously 
aware of the overall impact of that specific detail (Marton 2000). Instructors of group work are 
aware of their responsibility to lead and manage the students through the process of group 
work. Yet, simultaneously they may not be aware of that their role shifts and changes throughout 
the process, seeing themselves in the separate roles of non-starter, starter, co-ordinator, advisor 
or reflector. More importantly, rarely do they consider themselves to be an actuator of group 
work, an enabler, where the combination of all of these roles leads the process of group work to 
achieve heightened success. Kraiger (2008a) specifically asking: “is an instructor implicitly and 
explicitly aware of their role in group work?”. In their research, Arbaugh (2010); (Chang & Kang 
2016; Garrison & Cleveland-Innes 2010; Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011) found that an instructor 
needs to be present to the process of online group work learning whilst being present to the 
students. There is then a dilemma, is being present and aware enough? 
Instructors use group work as a vehicle for problem solving learning (Xu, Du & Fan 2015). A 
learner might consider group work has four main steps: task, group members, product and 
assessment; all of which to be completed within a nominated period of time. The instructor 
might consider group work has only three main steps: task, management and assessment. Case 
studies, projects, industry-related simulations are the predominate types of scenarios put to 
students as group work projects. Instructors also use group work in the early stages of the course 
to facilitate the students getting to know each other.  
24. Substantiating the Analysis with the Research of Others 
An, Kim and Kim (2008) recognised how very little research has been done on the conceptions 
of instructors in online collaborative group work. In their earlier research (An & Kim 2007), these 
researchers examined the instructor benefits derived from group work. Their findings were 
threefold, which included increased content knowledge, increased pedagogical knowledge and 
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greater familiarity with collaborative ICT tools. Their later research focussed on determining the 
specific factors perceived by in-service instructors that either facilitated or impeded online group 
work. The facilitative factors for successfully online group projects included: “individual 
accountability, affective team support, presence of a positive leader, consensus building skills, 
and clear instructions” (An, Kim & Kim 2008, p. 71). The category of conception of trusted advisor 
will now be presented. 
Research shows that group work facilitates collaborative and co-operative learning, where the 
students share their learning (Choi & Kang 2010; Hamalainen & Hakkinen 2010; Johnson & 
Johnson 2009a; Johnson, Johnson & Smith 2007; Johnson, Johnson & Stanne 2000; Oliveira, 
Tinoca & Pereira 2011).  
The question then arises, do instructors set group work for their students for the collaborative 
knowledge sharing process only? Is this something that the instructor is explicitly aware of? In 
the recent past, industry called for higher education to prepare their graduates to work in teams 
in employment, whereas Industry is now calling for graduates who can use a range of emerging 
technologies to collaboratively share their industry-specific knowledge, claiming that in a global 
environment, no one person can be responsible for knowledge (Bell & Kozlowski 2002). Is this 
then a call for the practices of student-centred learning to be revisited? Are emerging 
technologies the vehicle for this change of practice within higher education institutions?  
25. Chapter Summary 
The findings of this research are six phenomenographic categories of conception. The categories 
found in the data are: non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. 
The categories were found through a process of phenomenographic data iteration. The six 
categories represent each of the roles of an instructor in group work. The roles are hierarchically 
situated along a continuum of complexity, commencing with the non-starter role, moving along 
to the Actuator role. Each role is identified by a range of characteristics; that is, dimensions of 
variation. 
Dimensions of variation define each category of conception by expressing the levels of each 
characteristic as an alternative to the more common descriptive terms of: poor; fair; good; great; 
exceptional. Instead, aspects of practice (AOPs) are simple descriptors, which include: present; 
or not present; responsive; proactive; and reflective. In an ideal world, each of the instructors 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Analysis  Page 133 
 
interviewed could have declared their instructional group work skills as exceptional, however, 
without exception, the participants considered themselves to be responsible and responsive co-
ordinators, and not actuators. 
The six categories of conception found in this research have created an enhanced awareness of 
the role of the instructor in group work and online group work. This new awareness, and new 
knowledge, creates an exciting opportunity for the phenomenographer to share these findings 
with colleagues via communities-of-like-minded professional development programs; as drivers 
and managers of their own professional development (Northcote et al. 2011). The impact of 
which could be significant. 
How the findings and the outcome of this research can have an impact in engendering the 
growth of online group work will be discussed in the Discussion chapter to follow. 
And finally, each of the roles are in fact preferred styles of practice. Styles of practice can be 
aligned to organisational management roles and known team roles. This alignment of roles to 
preferred management and team roles will be presented in the final chapter. 
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 - DISCUSSION 
1. Introduction 
“To what extent are we driven by a pure quest for knowledge and to what extent 
are we committed to influencing educational practice?” Mor and Winters (2007, 
p. 64) 
This research aimed to identify and examine the perceptions instructors have about their role in 
group work. The motivation for the study was to positively influence the decision-making 
process of online instructors as a means of building group work practices in online courses. 
Research questions were written to guide the research. The central research question is stated 
as: 
What are the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work that would 
inform the development of a teaching and learning pattern that could build 
capacity and engender the growth of online group work? 
The subsidiary research questions are stated as: 
1. How have the individual conceptions of instructors informed their decision 
making in relation to group work? 
2. What are the conceptions of educational developers and instructing academics 
on the capacity of patterns for teaching and learning? 
Three qualitative data gathering methods were implemented sequentially: an online Delphi 
study; an online instructor questionnaire; and semi-structured face-to-face interviews. Higher 
education academics and educational developers participated in this research. Participants were 
asked questions relating to: patterns; group work; instructional design; and ICT. The data from 
all three stages of data collection was combined to form one data set for analysis. 
2. Chapter Introduction 
In this chapter the findings of the research will be presented as phenomenographic categories 
of conception. Combined, these categories represent all of the instructor roles in group work. 
The roles are in fact patterns of practice. Each of the categories of conception are presented and 
characterised by descriptors. 
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Also, another set of descriptors portray the variations of each of the roles found in with the 
categories of conception. These four dimensions of variation, which are: the instructor cognition; 
group work processes; collaborative ICT; and reflective practice, are presented and discussed as 
the cognitive dimensions of each of the categories. The impact of the varying degrees of these 
dimensions have been identified and expressed as key indicators, known as aspects of practice. 
By working through each level of the findings of the research, the categories of conception, 
followed by the dimensions of variation, and subsequently the aspects of practice, or key 
indicators, a structure of instructor group work management styles, as patterns of practice 
becomes evident. By knowing what each of the styles, as patterns of practice constitute, that 
any changes in practice can be engendered.  
3. Research Findings 
From the data set, six phenomenographic categories of conception were illuminated, which are: 
non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. (See Figure: 7-1:) 
 
Figure 7-1: Categories of Conception 
In Figure 7-1: the six categories of conception illuminated in this research are diagrammatically 
represented. Each category of conception is hierarchically represented on the continuum, or X 
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axis, showing that the starter category is at the beginning or core, moving to Co-ordinator 
category, then Trusted Advisor, then the Reflector category with the Actuator category at the 
maximum level of complexity; each Category has an identifiable descriptor. Each category 
represents the participants’ particular experience of the phenomenon (Marton & Booth 1997) 
of group work. Holistically, as a cluster, these categories describe the critical variation in 
experience in the population of group work instructors (Marton & Booth 1997). 
Four dimensions of variation exist within each of the categories of conception. The dimensions 
of variation show the level of complexity within each of the categories. The dimensions of 
variation delineate the categories; each dimension has an identifiable descriptor. (see Section 
6.5 to follow)  
The levels of the dimensions of variation are recognised by aspects of practice. Aspects of 
practice (AOP) are more simply identified by key words. (see Table 7-1: The Conceptions of 
Instructors) 
Using Marton and Booth (1997) as a guide, to summarily articulate the phenomenographic 
research framework, the categories of conception describe each of the roles of the instructor 
found within group work. According to Marton and Booth (1997) categories of conception need 
to satisfy three criteria, which are: 
 each category shows a very different aspect of the experiences of the instructor when 
leading and managing group work. 
 each category is positioned on a continuum of complexity, a logical relationship between 
each category. 
 together these categories describe all of the experiences of the research population. 
Succinctly stated, all of the roles of the instructor are expressed as categories of conception, the 
progression between each category is logically linked, and variation exists within each category 
expressed as dimensions of variation, these dimensions of variation are recognised by aspects 
of practice which can be expressed as key identifiers. 
4. The Role of the Instructor 
This research has found that the conceptions instructors have about their role in group work is 
encapsulated by six categories of conception, each category of conception is separated by 
dimensions of variations, and the dimensions are identified by aspects of practice. In Table: the 
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categories of conception, dimensions of variation and aspects of practice conceptualise the role 
of the instructor. A conception is expressed as how “something seen in some way by someone” 
Marton (2000, p. 105). 
Table 7-1: The Conceptions of Instructors 
 
Non-Starter 
 
Starter 
 
Co-ordinator 
 
Trusted 
Advisor 
 
Reflector 
 
Actuator 
AOP 
not present present present, 
minimal 
responses 
present, 
responsive, 
proactive, a 
guide 
present, 
aware, 
responsive, 
reflective, a 
guide 
enthusiastically 
present, 
aware, 
reflective, a 
guide 
 Dimensions of Variation 
The 
Instructor 
Cognition 
1a.  
does not see the 
value of group 
work 
1b. unaware of 
the full 
potential of 
group work 
1c.  
sees the value 
and benefits of 
group work 
1d.  
aware and 
confident of 
their role and 
supportive of 
students and 
other 
instructors 
1e.  
knows that 
being 
proactive and 
reflective 
about group 
work 
outcomes 
provides the 
means to 
encourage 
others 
1f.  
realises their 
substantial 
expertise is the 
key to 
influencing 
others to 
achieve the 
group work 
objectives 
Group Work 
Processes 
2a. sees the 
processes of 
group work time 
consuming 
2b.  
recognizes their 
role as 
providing the 
instruction and 
co-ordination of 
the day-to-day 
processes 
2c.  
understands 
their role as a 
guide, offering 
advice to 
individuals and 
groups 
2d. knows and 
understands 
that reflection 
can create 
better 
instructional 
practices 
2e.  
knows that 
experience 
and being 
proactive, 
reinforces 
good practice 
2f.  
realises that 
their 
knowledge and 
expertise of 
group work 
can be used to 
lead groups 
and other 
instructors 
Use of 
Collaborative 
ICT 
3a. considers 
collaborative ICT 
as potentially 
problematic 
3b.  
considers 
reliance on 
third-party 
teamwork 
software most 
appropriate 
3c.  
is familiar with 
a range of 
collaborative 
software and 
chooses to use 
university 
preferred 
platforms 
3d.  
understands 
that groups 
have access to a 
range of 
software 
platforms for 
collaboration 
3e.  
knows the 
value of 
software for a 
particular 
collaborative 
environment 
3f.  
realises 
specific 
software 
applications 
for specific 
group cohorts 
Reflective 
Practice 
4a. reflection of 
past experiences 
of group work 
has reinforced 
their decision not 
to offer group 
work 
4b.  
is minimally 
aware that 
reflection can 
improve 
outcomes 
4c.  
minimal 
reflection of 
role and 
practices 
4d.  
understands 
that their 
experience can 
be used to 
guide others 
4e.  
knows from 
experience 
that reflection 
builds good 
practice 
4e. realizes 
and espouses 
the benefits of 
reflective 
practice 
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In the Table 7-1: above, the role of the instructor in group work is conceptualised. The table 
identifies the six categories of conception, the four dimensions of variation and a range of 
aspects of practice (AOP). The progression of variation within each dimension increases in 
complexity moving to the right across the table. The role descriptors of the six categories of 
conception are presented in the coming section. An AOP is an aspect of practice which identifies 
the dimension of variation. 
5. Categories of Conception – Descriptors 
Non-Starter Descriptor: relinquisher 
This role recognises the value of information and education technology, yet 
collaborative group work is often relinquished for other forms of learning 
that deliver the course content as instructor-led learning, preferring to work 
with individual students.  
 
Starter Descriptor: set-and-forget 
 This role uses a minimalist set-and-forget control of group work, preferring 
to relinquish the day-to-day responsibility of managing the groups to the 
group themselves, or adopts third-party software to perform the 
management function. 
 
Co-ordinator Descriptor: co-ordinates the day-to-day processes of group work 
The role of co-ordinator is a routine user of information management, who 
prefers to adopt, use and re-use technology-based educational software to 
manage groups and course content.  
 
 
Trusted Advisor Descriptor: provides advice, prepared to intervene 
The role of a trusted advisor is an instructor who is present, focused, 
informed, and a proactive user of education technology for instructional-
related practices, they are sufficiently confident to intervene in potential 
issues and provide guidance.  
 
Reflector Descriptor: reflects on processes and outcomes 
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The reflector uses reflective practice to build their proficiency. This role is 
informed and can argue for and against the use of group work with the 
confidence of knowledge.  
 
Actuator Descriptor: able to incite, influence and move others to engage and achieve. 
High levels of motivation for inclusivity and collaboration in online group 
work are actuated. High levels of expertise of collaboration-based software 
and its’ application are evident. This role demonstrates all of the attributes 
of the role descriptors.  
6. Dimensions of Variation - Descriptors 
Four dimensions of variation within the categories of conception were found in the data. The 
dimensions of variation are now presented as descriptors. 
The Instructor Cognition: is the thinking, perception and mindfulness the instructor has about 
their instructional role in group work. The variation ranges from the 
basic cognition of the instructor’s thoughts that are motivated by 
the needs of self, to the more comprehensive instructor cognition 
where their motivation is the success of others. 
Group Work Processes: is the dimension of variation that recognises the instructor 
cognition of group work training. At the lower end of proficiency, 
the instructor does not provide training on group work processes. 
At the higher end, comprehensive training is provided as a means 
of enabling groups to evolve into effective entities.  
Collaborative ICT: the dimension of variation relating to the use of collaborative 
software in group work. At the lower end of the dimension of ICT 
use, the instructor finds collaborative software problematic, 
preferring not to recommend any particular application. At the 
higher end, the instructor is able to recommend specific 
collaborative software applications for specific group projects. 
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Reflective Practice: this dimension of variation recognises reflective practice as an 
enabler of future practice. At the lower end of the dimension the 
instructor is not aware of their impact on groups and group work, 
preferring not to over think their role. At the higher end, the 
instructor constantly reflects on the impact of their role and uses 
this reflection to guide future practice. 
7. Aspects of Practice 
An aspect of practice is the overarching description of the way a category of conception is 
expressed in terms of the observable characteristic practices of the instructor. In Table 7-2: the 
the Aspects of Practice for each of the categories of conception is presented. 
Table 7-2: Aspects of Practice of Practice 
Category of Conception Aspects of Practice 
Non-Starter not present 
Starter present 
Co-ordinator present, responds minimally 
Trusted Advisor present, responsive, proactive, a guide 
Reflector Present, responsive, proactive, aware, reflective, a guide 
Actuator 
Enthusiastically present, responsive, proactive, aware, reflective, 
a guide 
The aspects of practice as presented in Table 7-2: are the observable characteristics of practice 
of the instructor in group work for each of the phenomenographic categories of conception. 
8. The Role of the Instructor: Patterns of Practice 
By examining the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work, their role can be 
identified as six hierarchical categories of conception situated on a continuum of complexity. 
These categories of conception are clearly recognisable in the data through the lens of a 
phenomenographer, whereas the observable characteristics of practice can be superficially 
recognised by another person and described as an adjective in collegial conversation. 
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The research has found that the role of the instructor is conceptualised by six categories of 
conception. Each of the categories represent conceptions instructors have about their role in 
group work; categories of conception. Patterns of practice ca be associated to each of the 
categories. 
The phrase patterns of practice ca be readily explained as a routine, or method, or simply as a 
way of doing a task. Instructors reported that they follow a regular routine in their instructional 
practice. However, instructors did not recognise that how they think about these routines, or 
their pattern of practice, is important. Before we can influence an instructor to change their 
pattern of practice, we first must understand their conceptions. Conceptions influence action. 
How we conceive our role influences our patterns of practice. How an instructor conceives their 
role as a leader and manager of group work influences their pattern of practice. Awareness is 
the key. 
At a deeper level within each category the research found that variation exists; dimensions of 
variation within the categories of conception. Participants expressed the perceptions of their 
experiences with group work. While many expressions were similar, none were identical, 
variation existed. The variations expressed as Aspects of Practice (AOP). The AOPs delineating 
the differences between categories of conception, which in turn, helps understanding and 
explanation of the variation in the categories of conception. Again, awareness is the key. 
Awareness is the pivotal key underpinning change. By understanding the instructor’s conception 
of their role, and then creating an awareness, or collective consciousness for the them, it has the 
potential to engender improvement in their proficiency, and ultimately the uptake of online 
group work. Patterns of practice can be positively affected.  
By understanding the instructor’s conceptions, we better understand their patterns of practice. 
Conceptions influence practice. By expanding or changing the conceptions the instructor has 
about their role, we can influence a change in their practice. By creating an awareness, or 
identifying a pattern of practice, provides the basis for engendering change; a transformative 
experience (Heddy et al. 2017). A transformative experience starts with seeing an everyday 
experience in a new and interesting way (Heddy et al. 2017). Awareness is the key. 
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9. Awareness is the Key 
Conceptions are the descriptions, analysis and understandings of experiences (Marton 1981; 
Richardson 1999).  
“Conceptions are dependent both on human activity and the world or reality 
external to any individual”. (Svensson 2006, p. 165) 
By examining each of the categories of conception an understanding of the role of the instructor 
in group work is created; each category of conception providing a foundation for the next 
category in the hierarchy of complexity of the instructor’s role in group work. Within each of the 
categories of conception are dimensions of variation. The dimensions of variation both delineate 
and transition the categories along the continuum of complexity. The levels of variation 
identified and expressed by AOPs. 
10. Part Two Discussion: Substantiating the Findings of the Research 
In the coming sections, each of the categories of conception and dimensions of variations found 
in this research will be presented and aligned to the research findings of other researchers. 
Through association and discussion, the findings of this research are substantiated. 
The six categories of conception found in this research were: non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; 
trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator.  
 
Figure 7-2: Categories of Conception 
In Figure 7-2: each of the categories of conception are diagrammatically shown on a continuum 
of complexity. The discussion will commence with the non-starter category. 
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11. Substantiating the Category of Conception with the Literature 
In their research, An, Kim and Kim (2008) found there were five facilitative factors, or benefits, 
from collaborative online group work, which were: 1) individual accountability; 2) effective 
group support; 3) the potential for the presence of a positive group leader; 4) offers individuals 
an opportunity to improve consensus building skills; 5) and the need for clear instructions from 
the instructor. Their research also found a major impediment to collaborative online group work 
was being able to stimulate effective and timely communication between group members. In 
their earlier study, An and Kim (2007) found three valuable benefits to the instructor of online 
group work, which were: 1) the development of metacognitive knowledge; 2) recognition of the 
value of a supportive learning community; and 3) and a new understanding of the constructive 
use of online collaborative communication. Research shows that the benefits of collaborative 
online group work are able to be identified and articulated. Other studies have also argued these 
benefits (An & Kim 2007; Barcelona & Rockey 2010; Chang & Kang 2016; Koh & Hill 2009; 
Oliveira, Tinoca & Pereira 2011). 
Urhahne et al. (2010) found that the role of the instructor in computer-supported collaborative 
enquiry learning environments consisted of five principles. The five principles found that 
spanned the instructional process were:  
 1) envision the lesson; 
 2) enable collaboration;  
 3) encourage students;  
 4) ensure learning; and  
 5) evaluate achievement 
12. Substantiating the Non-Starter Category  
This research has found that the non-starter category is at the start of the continuum of 
complexity. The non-starter once used group work as a learning activity, only to abandon this 
form of instruction. Their arguments for not using group work are based on the negative stories 
from students about group work, or insufficient course time to manage the group work 
processes, or discipline specific where group work learning is not aligned to the course 
objectives. The conception of the non-starter category is that they do not see the value of group 
work. Their focus of attention is a preference to work with individual students rather than groups 
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of students. Analysis shows that the non-starter category is a new characterisation of this 
function of the instructor’s role, not yet found in the literature. The Urhahne et al. (2010) 
principles do not encompass the non-starter role.  
13. Substantiating the Starter Category 
The starter category in this research is the conception that focuses on not getting involved in 
group work learning, or at least, minimalist engagement.  
In the interviews, one instructor explained that they would prefer to work with individual 
students by saying “I would rather sacrifice my time to ensure that the students are learning and 
conveying that message and getting better quality rather than relying on someone else in the 
group to fix up their work”. (Participant No. 78029)  
In comparing the findings of this research to Urhahne et al. (2010) the starter category 
corresponds to their first principle; 1) envision the lesson. In their model, specific to the first 
principle, the role of the instructor is recognised as an organiser who prepares course content, 
learning tasks and the learning portal.  
14. Substantiating the Co-ordinator Category 
The category of co-ordinator sees the value and benefits of collaborative online group work. 
Participant responses to questions in the both online instructor questionnaire and interviews 
expressed the benefits of collaborative group work as an opportunity for knowledge sharing.  
In comparing the findings of this research to Urhahne et al. (2010) the Co-ordinator category 
compares to their second principle; 2) enable collaboration. In their model, specific to the second 
principle, the role of the instructor is recognised as the enabler of collaborative learning. In the 
Urhahne et al. (2010) model the enabler is an activity-based, or task oriented role that organises 
the learning to ensure that the group members collaborate well. Conversely in this research, the 
Co-ordinator category is a cognitive indicator of how the instructor perceives their role; a 
conception. As a result the phenomenographic research lens, it has shown that the Co-ordinator 
category is an extended version of the Urhahne et al. (2010) enabler principle and as such, is a 
new characterisation of this function of the instructor’s role, not yet found in the literature. 
The co-ordinator category in this research is the role in group work that focuses on co-
ordination; a series of known steps and stages. In group work the Co-ordinator category is 
routine practice, simply stated as: 1) set the task; 2) start the groups; 3) monitor and respond 
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when asked; 4) assess, provide feedback and report. The conception of the co-ordinator category 
is routine practice. The focus of attention is for the groups to achieve the objectives of the 
learning task. 
In the online Delphi study, one educational developer spoke of “non-negotiable roles”. Another 
educational developer commented that “often engagement has to be very consciously added to 
an online experience in the absence of face-to-face learning” which indicates that the focus of 
attention was engagement that is consciously added.  
In the interviews, one instructor explained that they “do not assign group roles, the groups have 
to sort out who does what”. The characterisation of function of this example of the co-ordinator 
category is not to assume responsibility for the groups, the focus of attention was to monitor 
and respond only when asked. In summary, the conception of the Instructor Cognition of the co-
ordinator category of conception is routine of practice to achieve the objectives of the learning 
task. 
15. Substantiating the Trusted Advisor Category 
The conception of trusted advisor in this research is the category that focuses on taking action, 
managing people and the processes. The co-ordinator conception was evident in the combined 
data set. In particular, in the online Delphi study, one educational developer spoke of “non-
negotiable roles”. Another educational developer commented that “often engagement has to 
be very consciously added to an online experience in the absence of face-to-face learning” which 
indicates that the focus of attention was engagement that is consciously added. One instructor 
personified the trusted advisor category. This instructor routinely uses the phrase in their 
dealings with groups and individual group members, which was: “Glad, sad, sure. Glad you have 
contacted me, sad that it has come to this, and I am sure we can work something out” 
(Participant No. 78028). The conception of the trusted advisor category was to provide guidance 
and support; an enabler, to enable individuals and groups to work through their difficulties. The 
literature that substantiates this category is found in the research of Urhahne et al. (2010); (Xu, 
Du & Fan 2015).  
16. Substantiating the Reflector Category 
The conception of the category of reflector is someone who reflects on their own practise and 
the practise of others as a means of knowing. Their preferred behaviour is to guide others using 
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these insights. The reflector category in this research is the role in group work that focuses on 
being engaged and mindful; knowing what to say and when. Their focus of attention is on 
individual group members, a group, or the instructor, or colleagues, for the purpose of 
achievement and for others doing the best they can. 
In the interviews, one instructor expressed that they “have tried it, tested it, it works, and 
somethings I have observed, so it would be nice to think that other people could learn from that” 
[Participant No. 78030].  
17. Substantiating the Category of Actuator 
The conception of the actuator category might be explained by the example of a charismatic 
leader. A charismatic leader is someone who uses charm in their choice of words and actions as 
a positive means of influencing and motivating others. Their focus of attention is to be seen as 
an effective leader. Accordingly, the actuator category in this research is the role in group work 
that does not focuses on any one particular function or process at a specific time, they are 
focussed all of the processes of group work simultaneously. Their enthusiasm is for the task, the 
process and the processes of collaborative group work. An actuator is able to incite, influence 
and move others to engage and achieve.  
In one interview the participant talked about “how frightening and also intriguing it is, watching 
the students concentrating on not just one thing, but many things at once, they are focused on 
their work, but also distracted and symbiotically connected by social media. The project they are 
working on is not centred around the course, they are cross-discipline, cross-cultural, reporting 
to a global industry partner. Being a part of something new and interesting as an opportunity for 
holistic practice-based learning” [Participant 78027]. Urhahne et al. (2010) 5E Model 
substantiates the actuator category. In their research, Urhahne et al. (2010) questioned if the 
instructor was supported, and in fact, assume some of the instructor’s responsibilities. Their 
findings show that the instructor is not a passive participant in their role, they have such a full 
range of tasks. In their model, the only time the instructor cannot influence the participants is 
during collaborative discussions between participants. 
18. Substantiating the Dimensions of Variation 
To substantiate dimensions of variation with the literature, each of the dimensions will be 
presented in the coming sections. The presentation will start with The Instructor Cognition, 
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detailing each dimension of variation as illuminated in the categories of conception for: non-
starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator, and numbered 1a, 1b, 1c, 
1d and 1e.  
In Table 7-3: each of the dimensions of variation were presented as a hierarchical table of 
complexity, moving from left to right. For each category of conception the dimension of variation 
increases in complexity and will be discussed in terms of knowing how to professionally support 
the instructor to gain proficiency. The relevant row copied from Table 7-1: appears at the 
commencement of the relevant discussion. Table 7-3: appears on the next page.
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Table 7-3: Dimensions of Variation - The Instructor Cognition 
 Non-Starter Starter Co-ordinator Trusted Advisor Reflector Actuator 
The 
Instructor 
Cognition 
1a. does not 
see the value 
of group work 
1b. unaware 
of the full 
potential of 
group work 
1c. sees the 
value and 
benefits of 
group work 
1d. aware and 
confident of 
their role and 
supportive of 
students and 
other 
instructors 
1e. knows 
that being 
proactive and 
reflective 
about group 
work provides 
the means to 
encourage 
others 
1f. realises 
their 
substantial 
expertise is 
the key to 
influencing 
others to 
achieve the 
group work 
objectives 
19. Dimension of variation: The Instructor Cognition 
1a. The dimensions of variation found in the research data found the non-starter category 
as an instructor, who does not see the value of group work, and prefers to work with individual 
students rather than groups. Depending on the course enrolments, it was considered that this 
cohort of individual students could be quite large and therefore quite demanding of their time. 
Research has shown that instructor time in assessing individual student outputs as compared to 
group outcomes is significantly less, while the individual students have a better chance of 
achieving a higher grade, their learning enhanced by other learners (Chang 2018; Shimazoe & 
Aldrich 2010; Smith et al. 2011).  
The findings of this research show that instructors need to be given reasons for improving their 
leadership and management of group work. This finding aligns with the research of Shimazoe 
and Aldrich (2010). Whilst their research focussed on students’ viewpoints of group work with 
their findings culminating in six major benefits of collaborative learning, it was recognised that 
resistance by the instructor to use group work “has slowed its diffusion” (p.52). As already 
alluded too, Shimazoe and Aldrich (2010) found two practical benefits for the instructor who 
uses group work; the saving of grading-assessment time, and more time to reflect on their role. 
1b. The dimension of variations in the research found that the non-starter is unaware of the 
full potential of group work. The value of having a professional conversation within a 
community of like-minded colleagues could be profound. Natoli, Jackling and Seelanatha (2014, 
p. 77) recognise this conversation as a discussion about “troublesome knowledge”. By creating 
an awareness by way of a professional conversation with the would-be instructor, around how 
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group work processes can be effectively co-ordinated by a planned step-by-step process is a 
simple, yet effective way of managing group work processes.  
1c. The dimension of variation of the co-ordinator sees the value and benefits of 
collaborative online group work. The key to moving the starter category along the continuum 
to the co-ordinator category is planning and preparation. This planning and preparation strategy 
is consistent with the research of Natoli, Jackling and Seelanatha (2014) who found that 
instructors need a clear pedagogical methodology. These researchers examined the impact of 
the instructor’s support on group work using two discreet groups; supported versus 
unsupported. One group had comprehensive instructor support compared to the unsupported 
group. Their research sought to compare attitudes towards group work of both groups for the 
purpose of measuring generic skill development. The findings of their research showed that not 
only were the attitudes towards group work more positive within the instructor supported 
group, their perceived generic skills development showed higher achievements within the same 
group. Natoli, Jackling and Seelanatha (2014) concluded that negative attitudes can be rectified 
by planning and scaffolding techniques as a pedagogical methodology introduced purposefully 
throughout the course duration. 
1d. The dimension of variation found in this instructor cognition was that the instructor is 
aware and confident of their role and supportive of students and other instructors. This 
dimension of variation was particularly evident in the face-to-face interviews of this research, 
and even more so with instructors who have the responsibility of managing a team of discipline-
related sessional instructors. The task of leading and managing group work was talked about 
with great ease, an accepted part of their instructional role as an academic. This finding 
resonates with the research of Shimazoe and Aldrich (2010). From their research, these 
researchers argued that instructors maintain a helpful and encouraging attitude whilst 
remaining notably positive about the benefits of group work through their “deeds and 
demeanor” (p.56). The research of An and Kim (2007) also resonates with this finding. Similarly, 
the beliefs of their research participants played a key role in determining the attitudes and 
behaviours of their instructional practices; conceptions modelled behaviours. The conception 
embodied in this dimension of variation demonstrates that a positive outcome follows a positive 
attitude. 
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In comparing the findings of this research to Urhahne et al. (2010) the trusted advisor category 
correlates to their third principle; e) encourage students. In their model, specific to the third 
principle, the role of the instructor is recognised as the coach or navigator. In the Urhahne et al. 
(2010) model the coach or navigator is an activity-based, or task oriented role that answers 
questions, or clarifies difficulties. Conversely in this research, the trusted advisor category is a 
cognitive indicator of how the instructor perceives their role and responsibilities; a conception. 
Subsequently, a phenomenographic lens has shown that the co-ordinator category is an 
extended version of the Urhahne et al. (2010) coach or navigator role and as such, is a new 
characterisation of this function of the instructor’s role, not yet found in the literature. 
1e. The category of conception is, the instructor knows that being proactive and reflective 
on group work outcomes, they have the means to encourage others. In the research, this 
dimension of variation was more evident in instructors who had amassed experience in the 
leadership and management of group work. Reflective thinking is stimulated by experience, and 
in turn, experience encourages reflection. This dimension of variation is reflected in the work of 
Fien and Rawling (1996). In their case study, Fien and Rawling (1996) recognised that reflective 
thinking is the active and thoughtful consideration given relational to past, present and future 
consequences. From their research, a reflective practitioner is someone who is cognisant of the 
impact of the factors that determine their working environment and still has the desire to reflect 
on their thoughts and actions and experiment with different strategies to achieve a better 
outcome each time. This dimension of variation was not evident in the five principles of Urhahne 
et al. (2010), and as such is a new characterisation of this function of the instructor’s role, not 
yet found in the literature. 
1f. The category of conception of actuator found in the research is expressed as: realises 
their substantial expertise is the key to influencing others to achieve the group work 
objectives. The analysis of the data illuminated this dimension of variation; the participants 
spoke enthusiastically about their group work experiences, including the challenges.  
In comparing the findings of this research to Urhahne et al. (2010) the actuator category does 
not have a direct correlation to their five principles. In their model, all of the five principles are 
descriptors of the activities the instructor undertakes, and all are carried out, either minimally 
or largely, throughout the implementation of the learning task. Conversely in this research, each 
of the categories of conceptions are individual roles, and stated more specifically, conceptions 
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the instructor has about their role, illuminated through a phenomenographic research lens. The 
co-ordinator category is a cognitive indicator of how the instructor perceives their role; a 
conception. Subsequently, a phenomenographic lens has shown that the co-ordinator category 
is an extended version of the Urhahne et al. (2010) enabler role and as such is a new conceptual 
principle, not yet found in the literature. 
Table 7-4: Dimensions of Variation - Group Work Processes 
 Non-Starter Starter Co-ordinator Trusted Advisor Reflector Actuator 
Group Work 
Processes 
2a. sees the 
processes of 
group work 
time 
consuming 
2b. recognises 
their role as 
providing 
instruction 
and co-
ordination of 
the day-to-day 
processes 
2c. 
understands 
their role as a 
guide, offering 
advice to 
individuals 
and groups 
2d. knows and 
understands 
that reflection 
can create 
better 
instructional 
practices 
2e. knows 
that 
experience 
and being 
proactive, 
reinforces 
good practice 
2f. realises 
that their 
knowledge 
and expertise 
of group work 
can be used to 
lead groups 
and other 
instructors 
2a. The dimension of variation found of group work processes in relation to the non—starter 
category sees the processes of group work time consuming. This finding is substantiated by the 
research of An and Kim (2007, p. 3) who argued that an instructor’s “beliefs play a key role in 
determining their attitudes and behaviours toward their instructional practices”. Hsieh (2010) 
found in their study, instructors resisted online study needs more of their time for preparation, 
development and implementation. 
2b. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the trusted advisor category 
and Group Work Processes was found as providing instruction and co-ordination of the day-to-
day processes. Kraiger (2008b) identified the role of the instructor as being to design, manage 
and guide online group work. This author argued that when left on their own, groups risk 
misunderstanding key concepts of the learning. Arbaugh (2008), furthering the work of Kraiger 
(2008b), situated the role of the instructor as the provider of intellectual and scholarly leadership 
by diagnosing comments, injecting information and directing group discussions into useful 
directions. The data showed instances of how the instructor provided both guidance on course 
content and group work processes, simultaneously. Quoting one instructor’s characteristic 
response to calls for guidance was: “Glad that you contacted me. Sorry that it has come to this, 
and I am sure that we can find a solution. The glad, sad, sure method.” (Participant No. 78028). 
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2c. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the co-ordinator category 
and Group Work Processes was illuminated as understands their role as a guide, offering advice 
to groups and individuals. Co-ordinate day-to-day processes. This dimension of variation was 
the most commonly data identified. Instructors perceived their responsibility to manage group 
work as co-ordinating, and themselves as co-ordinators of the group work process. As An, Kim 
and Kim (2008) recognised, when instructors are managing online group work they are familiar 
with the facilitative and impeding factors of group work which allows them to recognise the 
appropriate pedagogical strategy needed. In both the An, Kim and Kim (2008) research and this 
research, instructors recognised that it was their responsibility to set the learning project, 
provide an overview of how the project outcomes will be assessed, and most importantly 
provide the groups with guidelines on how the groups should work to achieve the objectives of 
the group project. 
2d. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the trusted advisor category 
was found as: knows and understands that reflection can create better instructional practices. 
Rienties, Bart et al. (2017) found that instructors benefited from using a reflexive approach to 
consider their past actions and think about why they had taken a certain course of action, and 
the intentions behind their actions. By examining their own beliefs, both the motivation for their 
actions and outcome that were achieved became more evident. Through this process, 
instructors were able to understand how their future instruction could be positively impacted 
and instructional outcomes improved. 
2e.  The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the reflector category and 
Group Work Processes was found as: knows that experience and being proactive, reinforces 
good practice. Similar to Participant No. 78028 as presented in the previous section, the data 
illuminated instances of the instructor reflecting on their own practice, but also the practices of 
their groups. In the interviews, participants spoke about their experiences of group work in post-
graduate study. What emerged from these conversations was that their experience had an 
impact on them as instructors of group work. Through their reflection, they were keen to 
replicate the positive experiences they had had and avoid the difficulties. Whilst Northcote et al. 
(2011, p. 75) might call these experiences as “bumpy moments and joyful breakthroughs”, Fien 
and Rawling (1996) assert that reflection-in-action helps instructors create their professional 
knowledge from experience, which is mostly done through an intuitive and subconscious way, 
culminating in this new knowledge being applied to a practical application.  
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2f. The dimension of variation found the research relating to Group Work Process and the 
actuator category is: realises that their knowledge and expertise of group work can be used to 
lead groups and other instructors. One of the participants expressed the view that he was not 
the boss of their group work activity and that in fact, he wanted the other instructors to assume 
some of the responsibility. The expertise of this particular instructor was clearly evident, both in 
the moment of the interview with the Phenomenographer, as well as being evident by the 
reluctance of the other instructors to interfere with his leadership of the groups. The group work 
project that this participant chose to discuss was an annual event, where cohorts of students 
came together from three internationally dispersed locations, working together to present their 
project outcomes to a globally-based client. Pei Hsuan (2010) found there were three main 
perspectives that demonstrate where the instructor’s interests lie, which were: 1) interactive 
activities; 2) evaluation criteria; and 3) self-expectations. Pei Hsuan (2010, p. 34) argued that 
when these interests are evident, the instructor is in fact demonstrating their interests which go 
beyond instructional practices, course design and course presentation; in fact, they are an 
“entangled mindset” of a philosophical paradigm and psychological status. 
Table 7-5: Dimensions of Variation - Use of Collaborative ICT 
 Non-
Starter 
Starter Co-ordinator Trusted 
Advisor 
Reflector Actuator 
Use of 
Collaborative 
ICT 
3a. 
considers 
collaborative 
ICT as 
potentially 
problematic 
3b. considers 
reliance on 
third-party 
teamwork 
software most 
appropriate 
3c. is familiar 
with a range 
of 
collaborative 
software and 
chooses to 
use university 
preferred 
platforms 
3d. 
understands 
that groups 
have access to 
a range of 
software 
platforms for 
collaboration 
3e. knows the 
value of 
software for a 
particular 
collaborative 
environment 
3f. realises 
specific 
software 
applications 
for specific 
cohorts 
3a. The Use of Collaborative ICT, as a dimension of variation found in this research relating 
to the starter category, was found as considers collaborative ICT as potentially problematic. 
The data in this research illuminated that instructors can be wary of using technology to offer 
collaborative learning. The question in the research relating to ICT was answered by the 
participants expressing that it was not relevant for the particular discipline-specific cohort. This 
finding resonates with the research of Northcote et al. (2011) who found that instructors were 
apprehensive about accessing and creating learning resources in a technology-based 
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environment, citing that the extra time and workload needed to learn these skills was daunting. 
Whereas, Mahdizadeh (2008) claimed that using ICT was a motivational factor for both 
instructors and students to engage in web-mediated learning activities. With Laurillard (2012) 
posing both the statement and question, that the use of digital learning technologies had only 
just begun in 2012, and with the ever-increasing technological developments on the horizon, will 
there be a time when technology is fully embedded in education that it will no longer be 
questioned?  
3b. The dimension of variation found in this research of the starter category in relation to 
the use of collaborative ICT is recognised as: considers reliance on third-party teamwork 
software most appropriate. Northcote et al. (2011, p. 80) found that instructors having full 
responsibility for their online course “as possibly being dangerous without supervision and 
daunting”. In their study, instructors identified six potential issues, which were grouped into two 
main categories: pedagogical and technological. Their concerns related to knowing where to go 
for technical support when they encountered difficulties in performing tasks like uploading large 
video files, or adding sound. Third-party software decreases instructors’ apprehensions about 
using technology; they are reassured that there is support available to them. 
3c. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the co-ordinator category 
and the Use of Collaborative ICT was found as, is familiar with a range of collaborative software 
and chooses to use University preferred platforms. In the data this theme was common. 
Choosing to use ICT platforms recommended by their University demonstrates conservatism. 
University-recommended ICT platforms are always supported by university infrastructure and 
personnel. Barcelona and Rockey (2010) also recognised that some instructors are conservative 
in their selection of ICT platforms for their collaborative learning tasks. These researchers found 
that it was important to focus on the attributes of the ICT tools that facilitate the process and 
product of group work, rather than whether one tool is better than another. However, it seems 
unfair that instructors be reserved about their choice of ICT tools in a collaborative learning 
environment (Urhahne et al. 2010). 
3d. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the trusted advisor category 
and the Use of Collaborative ICT was found to understand that groups have access to a range 
of software platforms for collaboration. In the data this dimension of variation was represented 
as the instructor confident with a general range of software platforms and when asked by the 
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groups for a recommendation, they would suggest the groups use a platform they were familiar 
and comfortable with. In the very recent past, instructors were reluctant to make 
recommendations for software other than university-preferred software, for the reason that the 
university has no jurisdiction over the students’ professionalism in mainstream public social 
media platforms. Toro Gulavani and Joshi (2012) articulated this insight as being; it is not the 
instructor’s role to transmit culture, but to share their expertise to motivate learning. 
Continuous professional development is critical for the instructor to adapt to the emergence of 
new technologies and the developments in mainstream software, and considering what it has to 
offer to teaching and learning by way of different types of interaction and ways of promoting 
collaboration (Toro Gulavani & Joshi 2012) 
3e. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the reflector category and 
the Use of Collaborative ICT was found as: knows the value of software for a particular 
collaborative environment. After demonstrating four social media platforms used for 
educational collaboration, Wang (2010) encouraged students to choose which software they 
preferred to use to support their collaboration.  
3f. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to the actuator category and 
the Use of Collaborative ICT was found as, realises that specific software applications for 
specific cohorts. The data illuminated a stand-out actuator in the use of collaborative ICT. This 
one particular instructor was astutely aware the social norms and cultural complexities of 
mainstream social media platforms. This instructor did not restrict his students from using social 
media, however, his cultural awareness demanded he recommend software that was culturally 
acceptable for the globally-based collaborative group work needed to achieve the objectives of 
the project. Students use ICT to access the Internet, interact with each other, share content, 
organise their work and communicate their outputs. Collaborative ICT facilitates the sharing of 
content learning as well as helping the learning dynamics, which often results in the course being 
more enjoyable (Duta & Martinez-Rivera 2014).  
Table 7-6: Dimensions of Variation - Reflective Practice 
 Non-Starter Starter Co-ordinator Trusted Advisor Reflector Actuator 
Reflective 
Practice 
4a. reflection 
of past 
experience of 
4b. is 
minimally 
aware that 
4c. is minimal 
reflection of 
4d. 
understands 
that their 
4e. knows 
from 
experience 
4f. realises 
and espouses 
the benefits of 
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group work 
has reinforced 
their decision 
not to offer 
group work 
reflection can 
improve 
outcomes 
role and 
practices 
experience 
can be used to 
guide others 
that reflection 
builds good 
practice 
reflective 
practice. 
4a. The dimension of variation found in this research relating to Reflective Practice and the 
non-starter category was reflection of past experience of group work has reinforced their 
decision not to offer group work. The findings of this research show that instructors made their 
decision not to offer group work based on very practical reasons, such as large cohorts, or 
student antipathy toward group work, and not necessarily on their capability or proficiency as 
an instructor. The research of McQuiggan (2012) correlates to this finding. In McQuiggan (2012) 
action research, she found that reflection by the instructor of their practice provided an 
opportunity for change. As a professional development program, instructors were asked to focus 
on the combination of using technology to deliver their course content, cognisant of educational 
pedagogy. Initially, McQuiggan (2012) noticed many of the instructors had dismissed the 
effectiveness of online instruction favouring the more traditional didactic instructor-led 
methods. 
4b. Reflective practice, as a dimension of variation found in this research relating to the 
starter category is: is minimally aware that reflection can improve outcomes. McQuiggan 
(2012) attributes the value of reflective discourse with like-minded peers as a means of making 
meaning of our beliefs to bring about change. Finally, positive changes were achieved as a result 
of the active reflective practice by instructors, and McQuiggan (2012) also recognised the 
support and respect shown to the instructors by their employing university as an added incentive 
to succeed. With McQuiggan (2012) lastly noting that, active collaboration between participants 
is a way of constructing personal meaning and a shared understanding. Through professional 
conversations in a community-of-like-minded colleagues, the awareness and importance of their 
role can be heightened; aiming for a positive change to follow, which is what this research 
ultimately plans to achieve. 
4c. The dimension of variation relating to Reflective Practice and the co-ordinator category 
found in this research is minimal reflection of role and practices. The evidence of minimal 
reflective practice in the data was minimal, with evidence of only one instructor reflecting to 
evaluate the achievement of the groups, rather than their own contribution to determine what 
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part or parts of their instruction was effective. Reflective practice has a long association with 
education and educators (Urhahne et al. 2010). 
4d. The dimension of variation relating to Reflective Practice and the reflector category 
found in this research was understands that their experience can be used to guide others. By 
virtue of their role as an instructing academic, all instructors expressed that a component of their 
role was to advise their students, either around course content, assessment or administrative 
issues.  
4e. The dimension of variation relating to Reflective Practice and the actuator category 
found in this research was knows from experience that reflection builds good practice. As in 
the previous dimension of variation, Fien and Rawling (1996) recognised that the highest level 
of reflective practice is critical reflection. Reflective practitioners that their professional identity 
is paramount and that there is always opportunity for improvements and a new or different way 
of doing what they have always done. Didactic or teacher-centred teaching is still seen as the 
dominate approach for teaching, but this approach fails to provide higher-order thinking” 
(Abdallah 2010). 
4f. The dimension of variation relating to Reflective Practice and the reflector category 
found in this research is realises and espouses the benefits of reflective practice. Only a small 
number of instructors spoke notionally about any time they had taken to thoroughly and 
comprehensively reflect on their group work role. The common theme noted in these 
conversations was that instructors repeated group work processes that worked well and 
changed or omitted what didn’t work well. The research of (McQuiggan 2012) encapsulates this 
finding as an identical experience in her research, with one participant sharing that it was the 
first time she had taken the time to purposely reflect on past events and experiences and how 
they influence the present. 
19. Chapter Summary 
This research aimed to examine the conceptions of instructors about their role in group work. 
This research has found there are six group work categories of conception. The six categories of 
conception are: non-starter; starter, co-ordinator, trusted advisor, reflector, and actuator. The 
four dimensions of variation are: the instructor cognition; group work processes; use of 
collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. 
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The aim of this Discussion chapter was to present the conceptions of the instructors about their 
role in group work. The research has found that each of the instructors perceived their role and 
responsibilities differently. Using a phenomenographic research approach, categories of 
conception were illuminated. The categories show a range of variation within, from low to high 
complexity, which are dimensions of variation. These phenomenographic categories of 
conception can be interpreted as instructor-group-work-management conceptions. It is through 
creating an awareness of the different conceptions instructors have about group work, that a 
change in instructional practices can be engendered. 
By having an awareness of where their proficiency of group work instructional-management 
conception rests on the continuum, an opportunity for professional development exists. Just as 
management styles are an accepted attribute in organisational behaviour, so too should group 
work instructional-management conceptions be a consideration in collaborative learning. For 
example, an autocratic leader knows of their leadership strengths and shortcomings through 
experience, feedback and from personal and professional development. Knowledge about their 
preferred style of management has reinforced the awareness of their autocratic attribute, which 
is often readily and surreptitiously recognised by their peers or subordinates. In practice, an 
autocratic leader prefers to have control, and regularly has the final say, preferring not to seek 
the input or advice from others. With awareness, and a desire to modify their behaviour, an 
autocratic leader can be more consultative. So too can group work instructors, with awareness 
and a desire to learn more, they can change their conception of their group work instructional-
management. 
Throughout this chapter, where pertinent, the research of others has substantiated this 
research’s findings; comparing and contrasting. The findings of this research are six categories 
of conception, correlated with four dimensions of variation, and recognised with aspects of 
practice, or attributes. The categories of conception found are: non-starter; starter; co-
ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The categories of conception are in fact 
conceptions instructors have about their group work management. With an awareness and a 
desire to learn, a group work management conception can be positively changed and moved 
along the continuum of complexity. 
“The main purpose of academic activity is to engage in the creation of 
knowledge.” (Boell & Cecez-Kecmanovic 2014, p. 258) 
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In the next chapter each of the research questions will be answered. 
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 – CONCLUDING THE RESEARCH 
1. Answering the Research Questions 
To achieve the aim and objective of this research, a central research question was written to 
guide the research. The central research question is stated as: 
What are the conceptions of experienced instructors of group work that would 
inform the development of a teaching and learning pattern that could build 
capacity and engender the growth of online group work? 
For the ease of the discussion to follow, the central research question has been broken 
into Part A and Part B.  
2. Using Analysis to Answer Part A of the Central Research Question 
Part A of the central research question is stated as: What are the conceptions of experienced 
instructors of group work that would inform the development of a teaching and learning 
pattern?  
The findings of this research are six phenomenographic categories of conception. The six 
categories of conception that represent the role of the instructor in group work are: non-starter; 
starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The dimensions of variation found 
between each of the categories of conception are: the instructor cognition; group work 
processes; use of collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. 
3. Part A: Central Research Question Discussion 
From the phenomenographic analysis, it can be asserted that the conceptions that individual 
instructors hold about their role is very much based on their individual perceptions. All 
instructors, without question, follow a pattern; patterns that vary between individual 
instructors, time taken or spent in each stage or responsibility varying, often dependent or 
influenced by the learning task, or the student cohort and the dynamics within that group. Whilst 
student behaviours recognised as group dynamics are not part of this study, managing these 
situations can be a huge part of the instructor’s responsibility and do influence their conceptions 
of group work, which in turn has been found to influence their willingness to continue to offer 
group work as a collaborative learning activity. From these patterns it can be determined that a 
range of actions taken by experienced instructors can be scaled to represent common practices 
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and represented as a teaching and learning pattern that would inform future iterations of online 
group work. 
4. Using Analysis to Answer Part B of the Central Research Question 
Part B of the central research question is stated as: “inform the development of a teaching and 
learning pattern that could build the capacity and engender the growth of online group work?  
The findings of this research are six phenomenographic categories of conception. The six 
categories of conception that represent the role of the instructor in group work are: non-starter; 
starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The dimensions of variation found 
between each of the categories of conception are: the instructor cognition; group work 
processes; use of collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. 
5. Part B: Central Research Question Discussion 
The process of phenomenographic data analysis used in this research was to identify and group 
common, similar and distinctive conceptions of group work. Common, similar and distinctive 
patterns of instructions were illuminated through analysis. The findings of the research have 
been incorporated into a teaching and learning pattern for online group work as a secondary 
outcome of this research. 
Research has shown that academics have developed their knowledge of teaching and learning 
from their own practice, but minimally documented. By documenting what we do, we can share 
good practice as well helping others to learn and build their practice. 
Professional development programs for academics aim to build practice. It is hoped that the 
findings of this research will be the basis of a professional development activity for academic 
instructors new to online courses, or those instructors keen to improve their practice. 
6. Summarising how the Central Research Question was Answered 
The findings of the research are categories of conception, which have an important role in 
defining the phenomenon of the instructor’s conceptions of their role in online group work. The 
phenomenographic analysis illuminated these conceptions as six categories of conception, 
which are: non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The four 
dimensions of variation are the values that show levels of complexity between the categories of 
conception. The dimensions of variation illuminated in this research are: the instructor 
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cognition; group work processes; use of collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. Combined, the 
categories of conception and the dimensions of variation form the outcome space of this 
research.  
In summary, through a process of elicitation of the phenomenographic data, the results of this 
study are a structured set of six categories of conceptions that represent the conceptions of 
individual instructors in their role as instructors of group work and online group work. 
7. How the Findings of the Research Answer the Subsidiary Research Questions 
In the next two sections how subsidiary research question one and two are answered will be 
presented.  
8. Answering Subsidiary Research Question 1 
Question 1: How have the individual conceptions of instructors informed their 
decision making in relation to group work? 
The findings of this research are six phenomenographic categories of conception. The six 
categories of conception that represent the role of the instructor in group work are: non-starter; 
starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; reflector; and actuator. The dimensions of variation found 
between each of the categories of conception are: the instructor cognition; group work 
processes; use of collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. 
The phenomenographic analysis showed that the conceptions of individual instructors have 
informed their decision-making in relation to group work. Analysis shows that what the 
instructor thinks about their role has a direct influence on their actions, with the exception of 
instructors who have been directed to offer group work. In this research, the cohort of research 
participants reported that in most situations they have a choice about how they deliver the 
content of their course and what learning tools they engage; including group work. The 
discussion will now turn to subsidiary research question 2. 
9. Answering Subsidiary Research Question 2 
Subsidiary research question number two was written to further guide the research, and is 
stated as: 
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Question 2: What are the conceptions of educational developers and instructing 
academics on the capacity of teaching and learning patterns for teaching and 
learning? 
Subsidiary research question number two guided the development of a number of questions in 
the online Delphi study and the online instructor questionnaire. Through analysis of the data 
these tools generated, it can be contended that the research participants recognised that value 
of teaching and learning patterns is worthy of consideration. However, the data showed there 
was recognition that the use of patterns is a very boutique area of specialisation and not widely 
practiced in the higher education community. When asked, all of the instructors answered that 
they would consider using a teaching and learning pattern for online group work if one was 
available. 
10. Summary of How the Research Answers the Subsidiary Research Questions 
The findings show that subsidiary research question one was answered by the six 
phenomenographic categories of conception illuminated by the data analysis. Together, the six 
categories of conception represent all of the conceptions the instructor has about their role in 
group work. The analysis showed that what the instructor thinks about their role has a direct 
influence on their actions. With the exception of instructors who have been directed to offer 
group work, instructors will exercise their choice about how they deliver the content of their 
course and what learning tools they engage.  
The findings show that subsidiary research question two was answered by the six 
phenomenographic categories of conception. Research question two predominantly by the data 
generated in the online Delphi study and the online instructor questionnaire. Educational 
developers are cognisant of the benefits of patterns for building good teaching and learning 
practices. The academics in this research are less aware of teaching and learning patterns but 
would adopt one for online group work if it was available.  
11. The Application of the Results of the Study on Industry and Prospective 
Employers 
Earlier in the thesis it was discussed that as early as 2005 industry employers had been calling 
on higher education institutions to educate for collaborative team work skills (Baskin, Barker & 
Woods 2005). Can individual group work categories of conception closely align to employment 
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roles in industry? There is a resounding yes answer to this question, for example, a project 
manager would move through and adopt a very similar range of roles within a project. The 
project manager may move through the roles of creator, manager, mentor and evaluator 
successively or concurrently as the project evolves and moves to achieve its’ objectives.  
Just as importantly, this research promotes the ideology that collaborative knowledge sharing is 
a skill regarded by managers, and especially managers in global organisations. Whilst educators 
are aware that the Net-generation are wired for the “instantaneity of hypertext”, the real 
strength is in the process of information sharing (Barcelona & Rockey 2010, p. 12). 
12. Areas of Professional Competence as Influences on this Study 
 The Conversational Framework (Laurillard 2002) is a diagrammatical figure that represents 
interactions between the instructor to students, student to instructor, and students to students. 
Conversational learning recognises that when students communicate and discuss their learning 
that it is the conversation that engages them in the course content. The Conversational 
Framework is a series of arrows showing the number of times a question or comment and the 
subsequent reply is shared. The outcome of this conversational engagement is a deeper 
understanding of the topic, or how course content is gained and shared between participants. 
The model is a representation of co-operative and collaborative learning. 
Instructionism is the most prominent of instructional theories. Instructionism has its beginnings 
nested in the theory of instructional design. Early instructional design theory is known as first 
generation, or classical instructional design. Gagne’ first instructional design theory was 
predicated on a series of compulsory steps. Arbaugh (2008) recognized that second generation 
instructional design moved away from this rigid structure of steps claiming that students needed 
to be more proactive learners and assume more responsibility in their learning, hence the term: 
student-centred learning. Third-generation instructional design recognizes that in addition to 
student-centred learning that collaborative and co-operative learning now have a place in 
instructional theory. Instructionism focuses on the instructor, rather than the process of 
learning. 
13. Professional Development for Instructing Academics 
Research has shown that academics have willingly and readily undertaken professional 
development specific to their teaching and learning role (Zou 2018). Universities have a 
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responsibility to provide appropriate professional development for academics that assists them 
to understand and master the complexities that technology, diversity and their discipline-
specific instructional content demand (Rienties, B., Brouwer & Lygo-Baker 2013). Professional 
development programs offering opportunities to update technology skills, teaching skills, 
administrative processes have all been undertaken. (Murray & Lonne 2006) asserted that 
academics have not availed themselves of professional development opportunities to gain 
specific knowledge and skills relating to team-based learning, and therefore academics not the 
best people to lead students in the development of team skills. They further contend that an 
academic almost works entirely on their own, being responsible for their own academic teaching 
programs, with only minimal amount of engagement in teamwork with their colleagues in 
research projects and resulting publications. These researchers go onto to argue that publishing 
research results as a team-based activity can be fraught with anxiety and potential conflict over 
intellectual property issues.  
Sharing learning and teaching resources is an area that has been supported by professional 
development. Successive governments have sought to fund the establishment of central 
repositories of learning materials. The principle behind establishing these repositories is one of 
building quality of practice. A learning object repository is a means of sharing good teaching 
practices. Laurillard (2012) claimed that instructors are reluctant to develop all of their own 
teaching resources from scratch, preferring to adapt something they have used previously, or, 
adapting something that a colleague has developed.  
These findings are reflected in the literature. Koh and Hill (2009); (Palloff & Pratt 2005, p. 19) 
found in their research that the instructor’s role should include facilitator, motivator and guide. 
These researchers expressing this as: “allowing the students to create their own learning process 
through the phases of collaborative activities”. 
At Swinburne University, in Melbourne, Australia, Gregory and Salmon (2013) recognised that 
universities are using professional development programs for academics as a means of initiating 
changes in practice. These researchers identified that adopting new technologies in educational 
practice has been a prominent focus of professional development programs offered in higher 
education institutions. Significant changes to the online learning environment are eminent 
because of “the continuous introduction of new technology” (Boe, Gulbrandsen & Sorebo 2015, 
p. 375). Economic rationalisation of course hours in online programs is currently at the forefront 
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of changes impacting higher education institutions. No longer is it seen to be practical for online 
course hours to be identical to face-to-face courses. In one of the research sites, online course 
hours have been halved.  
14. An outcome of the Research as a Means of Changing Practice 
The higher education environment is having to adapt and change to keep up with student 
demands, in both curriculum and the technology adopted to deliver courses, necessitating the 
move towards a more customer-centric model of education (Arvanitakis 2017). Successive 
governments, government policy, educational reforms, budget cuts resulting in financial 
rationalisation, advances in technology, and changes to employment practices have all been the 
inertia for change in the higher education sector over time.  
By focussing on the process of group work as a learning tool, we can identify different 
perspectives of the same phenomenon. It is the differences in perspectives that help us to 
understand why instructors do, versus do not offer group work learning, or delegate 
responsibility versus assume full responsibility, or incite, influence and move others to engage 
and achieve course objectives through group work. Wright and Osman (2018) use the term 
relationality to contrast a situation where something is different yet remains the same. 
Phenomenography is a qualitative research method that allows the researcher to examine the 
phenomenon where something is different yet remains the same (Marton 1981). By identifying 
what the differences are, a framework can be developed for the purpose of influencing change 
in practice, by creating an awareness for the instructor in their ways of “seeing, understanding 
and experiencing” (Wright & Osman 2018, p. 260) their role in online group work.  
This research has the potential to inform professional development by way of professional 
conversations centred on the new knowledge of instructors’ conceptions of their role in group 
work. The rationale for offering a community-of-like-minded professional development 
programs was an objective of this research study. If an instructor identifies as a non-starter of 
group work, then the professional conversation would include practical strategies of how group 
work problems can be overcome. Similarly, if a co-ordinator of group work recognises that their 
pattern of practice is routine, or achieving only minimal course objectives, then a professional 
conversation could be a means of introducing the instructor to reflective practice.  
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 - FINAL CHAPTER 
In this the final chapter, the research project comes to a culmination. The findings and the 
anticipated impact of the study will be presented. 
The aim of this study was to examine the conceptions of instructors in their role in group work 
to determine patterns of instruction in online group work. The objective of the study was to 
develop a means of engendering the growth of online group work. Through a 
phenomenographic research approach, the phenomenographer identified six categories of 
conception and four dimensions of variation that describe the role of the instructor in group 
work. The six categories of conception are: non-starter; starter; co-ordinator; trusted advisor; 
reflector; and actuator. The four dimensions of variation are: the instructor cognition; group 
work processes; use of collaborative ICT; and reflective practice. These findings contribute to 
what is known about the role of the instructor in group work. In the next section, the 
contributions to theory will be discussed. It will then present how the findings can inform future 
practice for change, further research opportunities, as well as the noted limitations of the study. 
1. Contributions to Theory 
The findings of this study contribute to the literature relating to the conceptions of the instructor 
about their role in group work. Where previous studies have examined group work from the 
students’ perspective, few studies have examined the instructor’s conceptions. Much research 
has focussed on the mechanisations of group work, for example, the facilitative and hindering 
factors of group work. By knowing what the instructor perceives about their role, we are able to 
provide them with a mechanism to change their practice to offer online group work, where 
previously they had chosen not to. 
Throughout the research it became evident that every instructor had a different experience of 
group work; no two were the same. Similar, like-minded and contrasting themes expressed by 
the instructors became evident through analysis. Phenomenography provided the analytical lens 
by which these themes could be grouped and labelled. The six categories of conception
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and four dimensions of variation between each of the categories illuminated in the analysis are 
the focus of the contribution of theory. The categories of conception describe all of the roles of 
the instructor in group work. These categories are not only unique to this research, they are 
original; new knowledge. 
The seminal work of Laurillard 2002; 2003; 2007; 2009; 2011; 2012; and 2013 was drawn on 
throughout. The findings of this research concur with the research of Laurillard et. al., instructors 
do follow a pattern of practice, their patterns of practice are not always documented. The 
development of the teaching learning pattern for online group work is a contribution to the 
knowledge and practice of pedagogical patterns in higher education. 
Phenomenography as a research approach has its foundations in education research, more 
specifically how students learn (Bowden, 2000). This research adds to the literature on 
phenomenographic research in information systems. It details a way in which individual 
conceptions of a phenomenon can be examined and understood for the express purposes of 
engendering change in practice; a change engendered by awareness, or enlightenment. 
In this research a sequential multi-methods research design was adopted. The original 
framework published by Brewer (2009) was extended by implementing the stages sequentially; 
the development of the next stage informed by the previous stage. As discussed in Chapter 
Three: Design and Methodology, this extended framework proved to be beneficial to the data 
gathering stage of the research. The research framework now known as a sequential multi-
methods design, using a phenomenographic lens for analysis is a contribution to the body of 
knowledge on research design. 
2. Applying the Findings of This Research into Practice 
By focussing on the conceptions of instructors have about their role in group work, the research 
has been successful in identifying different perspectives of the same phenomenon. Through this 
research we now have another understanding of how conceptions influence actions. It is through 
this new understanding that change can be engendered.  
Recent research has shown that professional development programs aimed at changing the 
practice of academics has been ineffective, argued as being a gap between theory and practice 
(Korthagen, 2017). Rather than embark on a program of professional development, the findings 
of this research have informed the development of a secondary outcome; a teaching and 
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learning pattern for online group work. The pattern is proposed to be disseminated through 
professional conversations with colleagues and those educational developers tasked with the 
role of supporting new instructors to online virtual learning environments. 
Knowledge of, or the awareness, of each of the roles of the instructor as described by the six 
categories of conception, combined with the dimensions of variations found between each of 
the categories, is a means of creating an awareness of how conceptions influence action. This 
research offers a different understanding of the role of the instructor in group work. An 
understanding that can be used to move instructors along the continuum of capacity, from the 
non-starter category, all the way along to be an actuator of group work. 
3. Answering the Research Questions 
In chapter seven, how the research answered each of the research questions was presented. By 
way of a summary of that chapter, the data gathered in the three sequential multi-methods 
stages of the research captured all of the conceptions of academics and educational developers 
about the role of the instructor in group work. The central research question and subsidiary 
research questions guided the research to achieve the findings and the secondary outcome. The 
findings are the six categories of conception. The secondary outcome is the teaching and learning 
pattern for online group work.  
4. Further Research Opportunities 
Considering this research as the basis of further research would be advantageous. The categories 
of conception found in this research are unique to this research, which is original research and 
new knowledge. The categories of conception of non-starter; starter, co-ordinator; trusted 
advisor; reflector; and actuator have not been found before. 
At the outset the problem stated was a notable shortage of online group work being offered in 
higher education. The implications of this problem are that higher education online students 
may not be provided with opportunities for collaborative knowledge sharing as preparation for 
employment.  
There are two distinct avenues for further research using this research as a basis. A similar study 
using a different cohort of research participants and a different context, online courses, would 
be a means of further validating the six categories of conception found in this research. The 
second avenue for further research could be the testing of a control group, recognised as being 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
The Final Chapter  Page 170 
 
from the non-starter category of conception, and examining their conceptions of their role in 
group work before and after adopting the teaching and learning pattern for online group work, 
to determine if a change has been engendered. Alternatively, this study could be extended to 
include a much larger, broader geographically dispersed participants. 
5. Limitations of the Research 
The opportunities for further research are in the fact the known limitations of this study. There 
is a willingness to offer this study to a broader and more geographically dispersed research 
cohort. 
The research approach of phenomenography is known to have limitations which are best 
expressed as “the generalizability and utility of findings that are the results of 
phenomenographic research” (Souleles, N 2012, p. 470). Another study with similar findings 
would substantiate the results and allow the conclusions to be inferred to a wider population of 
group work instructors.  
Phenomenography is a research approach that “never departs from a portrayal of the language 
of the participants” (Barnard, McCosker & Gerber 1999, p. 223). Phenomenographic data 
analysis is the process of understanding what has been meant in what has been said by the 
research participants. The process of data analysis in this research was an iterative process of 
reading, grouping and labelling of similar or different perceptions. The perceptions expressed by 
the research participants are their understandings of their experiences as leaders and managers 
of group work. The language used by each participant varied; some expressions were simple, 
others complex and intertwined. Phenomenographic analysis does not attempt to reduce 
language to another form, it seeks to understand (Barnard, McCosker & Gerber 1999). The 
findings of this research are six categories of conception which encapsulates all of the 
conceptions about the role of instructor in group work. The research has been an explorative 
approach by examining conceptions as a method of qualitative research and not a reduction of 
language that potentially would yield very different research findings. 
The aim of this research was to examine the perceptions of instructors about their role in group 
work, and not the machinations of group work specifically. There is a large body of research on 
group work (Wilson, Brickman & Brame 2018). In order to add to what is known about group 
work, it would have been necessary to undertake a larger study, over a greater number of 
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research sites, or examine many iterations of group work in similar conditions and contexts. 
Undertaking research into the machinations of group work may not have addressed the 
identified problem as outlined in the problem statement. 
This research sought to understand, present and promote the benefits of teaching and learning 
patterns. As discussed throughout the thesis, patterns are a means of documenting teaching and 
learning practices in a way that others can adopt, adapt and reuse (Fioravanti & Barbosa 2018). 
Patterns are an underutilised innovation within the teaching fraternity (Laurillard 2012). The 
representations of patterns in this research are limited to reporting the research of others, and 
not of a first-hand trial and review of patterns by the phenomenographer. Despite the noted 
limitations, this research offers meritorious findings and outcomes. 
6. Conclusion 
Providing opportunities for online students to learn collaborative knowledge sharing in 
preparation for their employment is important. As is the conceptions instructors have about 
their role in leading and managing of group work as a collaborative learning tool.  
The central research question that sought to determine the conceptions instructors have about 
group work. The question facilitated a meaningful investigation into the experiences of group 
work, where common, similar and contrasting conceptions were grouped and labelled.  
The central research question was extended by the development two subsidiary research 
questions. The first subsidiary question facilitated a closer inspection of the conceptions 
instructors had about their role in group work. The second subsidiary question sought to 
determine the value of a teaching and learning pattern to support and encourage the ongoing 
development of group work, hopefully, engendering a growth in the use of online group work in 
the future. 
Progressively, the research questions guided and kept the study focussed within its parameters. 
The findings of which were six phenomenographic categories of conception which describe all 
of the roles the instructor has in group work. If just one instructor changes their practice as a 
result of this research, then this study has been valuable. 
In the final section of this thesis, a secondary outcome of the research will be presented. 
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 - A SECONDARY OUTCOME OF THE RESEARCH: A TEACHING & 
LEARNING PATTERN FOR ONLINE GROUP WORK 
A secondary outcome of the research is a teaching and learning pattern for online group work; 
a pattern as a guide to instructors new to online group work, or for those keen to improve their 
group work practices.  
By embedding the findings of this research into an existing pattern for instruction, a new model 
is created; a model which has its foundations in the research of others. 
1. A Teaching and Learning Pattern for Online Group Work 
A pattern is a means of capturing innovative instruction. 
 simply defined a pattern is a sequence of teaching-learning activities 
 patterns are a structured sequence of activities and steps, which include a 
problem, a context, and a solution 
 a pattern is a means to articulate, test and share practice that builds both the 
practice and knowledge of using technology in instruction 
 patterns are reusable, repeatable, adaptable, transferrable and cross-
disciplinary 
 patterns enable discipline-specific best practice 
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Table 10-1: An Online Group Work Teaching & Learning Pattern 
An Online Teaching & Learning Pattern 
Curriculum Decide learning objective 
Create Design group work problem or task, for example: Design and 
build a website for a small business. Advise students. 
focus on outcomes 
Instruct Inform students of problem. Provide instruction on group work 
processes, roles and responsibilities. How to resolve issues 
within the group. 
focus on tools to achieve the outcomes 
Recommend and Support Recommend available and appropriate software platforms to 
support collaboration. 
lead by example 
Communicate regularly  
focus on group interaction and collaboration 
Respond and suggest  
reassure and focus on achievement 
Promote  
 
 
2. The Research of Others on Patterns 
Patterns are suggested as an enabling tool for good practice, by facilitating pattern-specific 
communication and knowledge sharing between participants (Childs et al. 2006). In 
contemporary research, patterns for learning are identified as either pedagogical patterns, 
ePedagogical patterns, teaching patterns, learning patterns and schemas. A pattern 
encompasses the context of the learning task, the content, the steps or process to achieve the 
required objective/s. Patterns capture the regularities of good practice, are reusable, can be 
adapted and adopted by other instructors (Kohls & Wedekind 2011; Laurillard & Ljubojevic 2011; 
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McAndrew, Goodyear & Dalziel 2006). Laurillard (2012) argued that instructors use logic when 
creating learning tasks, guided by the content of their course, and subsequently resist the notion 
of a strict structure. A pattern should not constrain the group work instructor to an absolute 
structure and allow them to go their own way to adapt the pattern to the particular context of 
the instructional environment (Kohls & Wedekind 2011). McAndrew, Goodyear and Dalziel 
(2006) recognised that every expert uses their own pattern of instruction, or pattern of practice; 
the pattern of practice being the identifier of their expertise. 
In the field of eLearning, patterns are frequently advocated as a powerful way of providing a 
structured, instructor-friendly, textual representations of learning designs, and for expressing 
the design rationale underlying the learning objects (Chi & Wiley 2014). As discussed in the 
literature review chapter, the predominant rationale for group work is collaborative learning. 
Group work is recognised as a series of steps, or stages; a pattern of practice. Kavanagh, Neil and 
Cokley (2011) as part of their Australian Learning and Teaching Council (ALTC) funded project 
developed a step-by-step guide, aimed at instructors, to assist them to create effective, 
productive and happy student teams. The guide was first developed in 2002 and has been tested, 
evaluated and improved in the years since. The guide is titled: the PETS (Proactively Ensuring 
Team Success) approach. Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011, p. 2) insist that the guide “is not a 
quick fix”, instead an overlay of good practice, requiring the instructor to use their project 
management skills. The PETS Process guide recognises that there is a pattern of practice each 
time a group work activity is planned and implemented. The following diagram represents the 
steps and stages of group work as developed by Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011).  
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Figure 10-1: Steps and Stages of Group Work (Kavanagh, Neil & Cokley 2011) 
In Figure 9-1: Steps and Stages of Group Work, a timeline of each stage of the group work process 
is presented. The diagram shows that the process of group work is a pattern of steps and stages. 
3. Summarising Teaching and Learning Patterns 
To summarise the rationale of using patterns for instruction, the following dot points are 
presented. Teaching and Learning Patterns are: 
 are a specialist area of practice 
 are considered innovative 
 facilitate the documentation of teaching practices 
 build good teaching practices 
 can be shared, and/or re-used 
 saves preparation time 
 shares expertise 
 enablers of good learning design. 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
A Secondary Outcome of the Research  Page 176 
 
As summarised, patterns are an effective means of transferring good pedagogic ideas by 
planning and documenting the processes of a learning task (Laurillard 2012). By adapting the 
timeline as published by Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011) a basic pattern for online group work, 
as a research output, can be shown as follows in Table: 9-2:.  
4. A Basic Pattern for Online Group Work as a Research Output 
A basic pattern for online group work in two stages: 
1. The Overview and Rationale, or purpose for the pattern 
2. Instructor Steps 
Table 10-2: A Basic Pattern for Online Group Work as a Research Output 
A Basic Pattern for Online Group Work 
Rationale 
The aim of the online group work pattern to guide instructors. 
The ultimate objective of the pattern is to increase the 
instances of online group work as a collaborative, 
constructivist learning tool. 
Benefits to the 
Instructor 
 
The benefits to the instructor of online group work for 
adopting this pattern are: 
 saves time 
 builds good practice 
 builds instructor competence and confidence 
The pattern for online group work non-discipline specific 
Benefits to the 
Participants 
 
The benefits to the participants are: 
 group work offers an opportunity to build teamwork 
skills 
 learning from their peers 
 practice in developing “thoughtful, thought-
provoking, thought-promoting collaborative skills 
 online study offers the flexibility of “anytime, 
anywhere learning” 
Benefits to Higher 
Education Providers 
 
The benefits to higher education providers are: 
 develops collaboration skills as a generic graduate 
attribute 
 develops teamwork skills as a graduate attribute 
 group work is an assessable learning task 
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Overview of Instructor Steps 
Step 1: Task 
Set problem-solving learning task with due dates, grading and evaluation 
requirements. 
Discuss availability of resources. 
Step 2: Enable Collaboration Software 
Enable technology to support the timely collaboration of online group work. 
Step 3: Lead and Instruct 
Provide learners with a comprehensive overview of the roles, responsibilities, 
strengths and weaknesses of teams. 
Discuss allocation of online group roles. 
Where-to and how-to overcome difficulties. 
Step 4: Instructor Presence 
Start, monitor and conclude group work. 
Step 5: Provide and Seek Feedback 
Provide feedback to groups. Seek feedback from group members. Evaluate. 
 
In Table 10-2: a basic pattern for online group work is presented as an outcome of this research. 
The basic pattern is modelled on the timeline as published by Kavanagh, Neil and Cokley (2011). 
The findings of this research show that the conceptions of instructors about group work can be 
represented by six categories of conception. By knowing how the instructor perceives their role 
in group work, we are better able to support a change in their practice. By representing each of 
the categories of conception in a pattern it is possible to show an instructor what variations exist 
between the non-starter category to the co-ordinator category, from the co-ordinator category 
to the trusted advisor category, from the trusted advisor category to the reflector category, and 
the reflector category to the actuator category. A framework to model the findings of the 
research as a comprehensive pattern for online group work is now presented in a series of three 
diagrams, the first of which is aligning the categories of conception to a pattern. 
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5. Incorporating the Categories into a Basic Pattern for Online Group Work 
By incorporating the categories of conception into a basic pattern for group work the focus of 
the instructor can be diagrammatically shown, as an output of this research. In Table 9-3: shows 
the findings of the research represent the focus of the instructor in each stage of group work. 
Table 10-3: Findings of the Research as a Basic Pattern, as an output of this Research 
 
As shown in Table 10-3: above, the findings of the research show that the instructor has a 
particular focus at each stage of the group work process. In the planning stage the non-starter is 
focussed on course content, preferring to work with individual students relinquishes the 
opportunity to offer group work. The co-ordinator is focussed on the process of the group work 
activity. The trusted advisor is focussed on being present and available to answer questions, 
offer support and encouragement. The reflector is focussed on using their expertise to enable 
others to achieve. The actuator continues to share good practice of group work. 
6. Incorporating the Categories of Conception into a Pattern 
A TEACHING & LEARNING PATTERN FOR ONLINE GROUP WORK 
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Figure 10-2: A Diagram of a Teaching & Learning Pattern for Online Group Work 
Figure 10-2: above details the steps and stages of group work. Online group work is similar, but 
different to face-to-face group work. When working with online students, the instructor needs 
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to consider time, tools, process and achievement of outcomes. A plan for an online group work 
teaching and learning pattern in presented in the following table. The instructor would further 
develop the details within pattern to suit their group work task. 
Table 10-4: An Online Group Work Teaching and Learning Pattern Plan as an output of this Research 
A Teaching & Learning Pattern Plan for Online Group Work 
Pattern Intent 
The learning objective stated as the problem to be solved, or 
the online group work task to be achieved. 
Create 
Design group work problem or task, for example: design and 
build a website for a small business. 
Advise students. 
focus on outcomes 
Instruct 
Inform students of problem. Provide instruction on group work 
processes, roles and responsibilities. How to resolve issues 
within the group. 
Provide suggested timelines. 
focus on tools to achieve the outcomes 
Recommend and Support 
Recommend available and appropriate software platforms to 
support collaboration. 
lead by example 
Communicate regularly Email or post messages to the groups.  
focus on group interaction and collaboration 
Respond and suggest Encourage and support endeavour. 
reassure and focus on achievement 
Promote 
Report and share good news stories about progress and 
achievements.  
Recognise and reward achievement 
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Assessment & Reflect 
Report achievement; acknowledge all successes, small or 
large. Reflect and record perceptions as an awareness. Share 
with colleagues. 
In Table 10-4: above, a Teaching and Learning Pattern Plan for Online Group Work is presented, 
as an output of this research. In online group work students need more time to: 
 focus on getting ready 
 establish their group 
 establish roles within the group 
More often than not, individuals that form groups are separated by time and distance; 
communication can be disjointed and delayed. Time elapses very quickly between an email 
communication and subsequent reply. Instructors need to allow for delays in groups establishing 
themselves. 
In an online environment the steps required to create, lead and manage a group should be 
shorter in duration, more defined and articulated clearly. To be effective, online group work 
requires the instructor to: 
 focus on outcomes 
 focus on the tools to achieve the outcomes 
 lead by example 
 focus on group interaction and collaboration 
 reassure and focus on outcomes 
 recognise and reward achievement 
The findings of this research are six phenomenographic categories of conception. An outcome 
of this research is a teaching and learning pattern for online group work. This research has shown 
that the instructor’s role in an online group work environment has a similar, but different role to 
that of their face-to-face group work colleague.  
7. Focus on Outcomes 
In an online environment the focus needs to be greater on the outcomes to be achieved and the 
motivation for achieving those outcomes; the problem challenging, the outcomes achievable. 
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The learning task, or problem to be solved will be more palatable to the students if they can 
apply their learning to another situation, or for work, or for personal gain. 
8. Focus on the Tools to Achieve the Outcomes 
Collaborative ICT tools are abundantly available; easy, yet efficient tools should be 
recommended. Cost is also a factor. If the instructor models how and what the software platform 
is best suited to the virtual learning environment, the groups can follow. 
9. Lead by Example 
Communication and the use of software applications are two ways the instructor can lead by 
example. By modelling, the groups can follow the lead. 
10. Focus on Group Interaction and Collaboration 
Interaction in a collaborative learning environment is paramount. Postings about social activities 
and unrelated topics can be time consuming and frustrating. Model, comment and reward. The 
instructor should model effective interaction, comment only on topic-related matters and 
acknowledge pertinent contributions. 
11. Reassure and Focus on Outcomes 
By continually focussing on the outcomes to be achieved the instructor will encourage the 
groups to work towards succeeding, working through any issues or difficulties as they arise. 
12. Recognise and Reward Achievements 
Reward and recognition of success is important to both students and instructors alike. Seeking 
feedback and providing feedback will help to improve group work practices in the future. 
In summary, a teaching and learning pattern for online group work focuses on: outcomes; tools; 
modelling interaction and collaboration; and reward for achievement. The final chapter will be 
presented next as a summary of this research and its’ findings. 
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APPENDIX ONE: ONLINE DELPHI QUESTIONS 
Round One Introduction 
Welcome to an RMIT information systems doctoral study investigating patterns of instruction in 
online group work. Thank you for formally agreeing to participate in this research, your 
contribution is greatly appreciated. Your role, as a Delphi Panel Member is to express your 
opinions on the application of learning designs for online instruction. 
The ultimate aim of the research is to develop a pattern for online group work. The pattern will 
guide instructors on the implementation of group work in online higher education courses. To 
achieve this end, the research objectives are: to examine current practice; to investigate relevant 
research: to seek advice from practitioners; and be informed by instructional theories that 
underpin the implementation of educational technology for online group work. 
Learning technologies are: “… interactive, communicative, user-controlled” and “… fit well with 
social constructivist, active learning”, yet these technologies have had “very little critique from 
educational design theorists” Laurillard (2012, p. 83). 
In this Delphi study – Round One, you will be asked a range of questions and provided with a 
draft pattern to critique. Your expertise in learning and teaching in a higher education 
environment will provide this study with invaluable insights into online instruction. Round One 
should take no longer than 45 minutes to complete. 
To facilitate an ideal implementation of the Delphi study, your responses to Round One will need 
to have the short return time of 10 days. I trust you will enjoy immersing yourself within the 
topic of designs for learning and teaching. 
Round One Instructions to Panel Members 
There are three parts. Part 1 involves you answering four questions, Part 2 provides a problem 
statement for comment; and Part 3 presents a draft Online Groupwork Pattern for your 
commentary. 
Patterns for Learning 
“Patterns are suggested as an enabling tool for good practice, by facilitating pattern-specific 
communication and knowledge sharing between participants” Childs et al. (2006, p. 4). 
Background and Introduction 
In contemporary research, patterns for learning are also identified as pedagogical patterns, 
ePedagogical patterns, design patterns, teaching patterns, learning patterns and schemas. A 
pattern encompasses the context of the learning task, the content, the steps or process to 
achieve the required objective/s.  
Patterns are reusable, can be adapted and adopted by other instructors Laurillard and 
Ljubojevic (2011). These researchers argued that instructors are more likely to adapt a 
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teaching pattern developed by another instructor rather than spend the time developing their 
own. Laurillard and Ljubojevic (2011) also claimed that instructors use logic when creating 
learning tasks rather than using instructional design principles. 
Instructional Design Principles 
Just as ICT has developed and changed, so too has instructional design. Early models of 
instructional design theory were focussed on the process of learning. Gagné’s first generation 
instructional design in the 1960s was based on a hierarchy of how the learner gained 
knowledge or learnt; an instructional design framework (Tennyson 2010). In both simple and 
complex learning tasks this model identified that the learner progressed through an 
instructional design framework comprised of a series of stages. The framework informed the 
instructor on how best to design a learning task by sequencing and presenting the learning 
task to the learner. 
ePedagogical Patterns 
In the field of eLearning, patterns are frequently advocated as a powerful way of providing 
structured, instructor-friendly, textual representation of learning designs, or of expressing the 
design rationale underlying the learning objects (Garzotto & Retalis 2009). ePedagogical 
patterns have been defined as being similar to a pedagogical pattern for instruction, except 
that the physical resources in the learning task that are available to the student are replaced 
with digital tools (Laurillard 2012). 
Round One – Short Answer Questions 
1. In your opinion, do patterns promote the development of consistent assessment 
strategies? Explain why/why not. 
2. In your opinion, do patterns inclusive of instructional design, positively impact on the 
instructor’s resource construction and delivery? Explain why/why not? 
3. In your opinion, do patterns enhance learning engagement? Explain why/why not? 
4. In your opinion, do teaching and learning patterns promote effective instruction? 
Explain why/why not? 
5. In your opinion, how important are instructional design principles in the design and 
development of patterns? Explain why, and if yes, what evidence do you have to 
support this is so. 
6. What advice would you give an instructor about using patterns for an online 
collaborative learning task? 
Round One – Commentary 
In a few short sentences, comment on the following problem statement: 
Online group work management can be readily automated using learning management 
system (LMS) software, enabling technology enhanced student-centred learning. Providers of 
higher education courses delivered wholly online, have a responsibility to develop the 
collaborative teamwork skills of their online students as a graduate attribute. 
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Round One – Review of Draft Online Group Work Pattern 
Pattern Rationale 
Patterns are also known as pedagogical patterns, ePedagogical patterns and schemas. Review 
the following draft pattern and provide your feedback in the space provided.  
Baskin, Barker and Woods (2005) hypothesised that ICT is counter intuitive to the 
development of team building skills as a graduate attribute. Their investigation revealed that 
when group work leaves the classroom, it lacks social presence. Communication in the rich 
world of ICT is largely impersonal. Higher education institutions have a responsibility to 
develop the virtual teamwork skills of their graduates (Friedman & Friedman 2011). 
 Group participants (students) can be located in any geographic location with internet 
connectivity.  
 There are no limits on group sizes.  
 Online group work can be set as an assessable learning task. 
 The availability of a pattern for online group work is to guide instructors to develop, 
implement, manage, evaluate and re-use online group work as an effective learning 
activity. 
 An online group work pattern is generic and can be utilised across disciplines. 
Benefits of a Pattern for the Instructor 
The benefits to an instructor adopting an online group work pattern are: 
 saves time 
 builds good practice 
 builds instructor competence in online instruction 
 increases social presence 
 provides a repository of student dialogue for communication 
 demonstrates student engagement in the learning 
 collaboration can be measured for assessment purposes 
Pattern Steps 
Step 1:  set problem solving task with due dates and group presented requirements 
Step 2: using the learning management system (LMS) software’s group function, enable 
‘friend finder’ to automate group allocation, or, use a method of random allocation 
to assign students to a group. 
Step 3: Lead and Instruct. 
 Provide students with a comprehensive overview of the roles, responsibilities, as 
well as the strengths and weaknesses of teams. Discuss the allocation of team roles, 
which are (in alphabetical order): 
 Advisor/advocate 
 Electronic file manager 
 Observer(s)/commentator 
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Appendices  Page 206 
 
 Reader(s)/Editor(s) of final submission 
 Researcher(s) / Fact finder(s) 
 Social Encourager 
 Team leader and submitter 
 Team members (all participants) 
Step 4: Enable Collaboration 
 Using the LMS software, create a group-specific discussion board or Wiki space for 
group collaboration. 
Step 5: Instructor Presence 
 Start, monitor and conclude group work. 
Step 6: Assess 
 Assess group presentations. 
Step 7: Feedback 
 Provide feedback to groups. Seek feedback from participants. 
Research Participant Questions relating to Draft Online Group Work Pattern 
 In your opinion, is there sufficient information contained in the draft to guide the 
instructor? If not, why not? 
Thank you for contributing to Round One – Online Delphi Study. Just click on ‘complete’ to 
close the online questionnaire. Round Two will be distributed in the coming days. 
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APPENDIX TWO: ROUND TWO ONLINE DELPHI QUESTIONS 
Round Two Introduction 
Welcome to Round Two of the Online Delphi Study which is part of an RMIT information systems 
doctoral study investigating patterns of instruction in online group work. The ultimate aim of the 
research is to develop a pattern for online group work.  
In Round Two of the Online Delphi Study you will be asked to provide short answers to nine 
questions. Your expertise in learning and teaching in a higher education environment will 
provide this study with invaluable insights into online instruction. Round Two should take no 
longer than 20 minutes to complete. 
Question 1. 
For this question, select ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ 
Online Delphi Panel Members agree that patterns: 
- are a framework or structure for instruction 
- break down complex tasks 
- create consistency in the way a problem-solving task is set up 
- patterns do not promote consistency in the outcome of the learning task 
- the more instructions in the pattern, the better! 
Question 2. 
Instructional design is a very important process in the development of instructional tasks. 
When designing a problem-solving task for online group work, which is the most important 
element, and why? 
- the course content 
- evidence of engagement in the task 
- evidence of collaboration between group members 
- the technology being used 
- the assessment artifact 
- all of the above 
Question 3. 
With your knowledge of instructional design principles how would you guide a new lecturer 
to develop an authentic online group work task? 
Question 4. 
From your experience, are higher education institutions moving away from graduate 
attributes? Yes or No. 
Question 5. 
Problem Statement 
In 2006 Mr Martin Murray from Queensland University of Technology and Br Bob Lonne from 
University of Queensland claimed there were significant differences between group work and 
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teamwork. These lecturers and researchers differentiated the terms by claiming that higher 
education institutions used group work for learning, whereas industry and the community 
used team work to achieve a common team goal. Whilst more recently, industry has been 
calling for employees who can collaborate, as they that one employee doesn’t always know 
everything they need to know to work effectively in a global environment. 
Question: Is it higher education’s responsibility to train their graduates in group work skills, 
team skills or collaborative knowledge sharing skills? If yes, which skills set and how? 
Question 6. 
Is higher education policy keeping pace with the protocols of virtual collaboration? Why or 
Why not? 
Question 7. 
Is netiquette a sufficient safeguard in online courses? 
Question 8. 
Learning technologies are integral to higher education courses. However, one of the criticisms 
of using patterns for instruction is that they are only a ‘toolkit approach to teaching’. How 
then, can higher education institutions contribute to the further advancement of instructional 
pattern theory? 
 
Thank you for contributing to Round Two – Online Delphi Study.  
Just click on ‘complete’ to close the online questionnaire.  
A Consensus Statement will be distributed in the coming days. 
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APPENDIX THREE: CONSENSUS STATEMENT 
ONLINE DELPHI STUDY 
ROUND THREE - CONSENSUS STATEMENT 
Patterns for learning and teaching are a framework for capturing the processes of a 
learning task with the aim of re-using the task. Whilst patterns promote consistency, 
they cannot guarantee the definitive accomplishment of the task. 
Although there is agreement for the value of adopting patterns as a means of promoting 
quality in instruction, noting the degree of difficulty in accurately capturing the dynamic 
environment of groups, there is little to no evidence to support the systematic adoption 
of this innovation across higher education.  
Similarly, whilst there is agreement that instructional design principles provide a 
framework to guide the development of learning tasks, the difficulty still remains that 
instructional design is recognised as a specialist discipline. 
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APPENDIX FOUR: ONLINE INSTRUCTOR QUESTIONNAIRE 
Introduction 
Welcome to an online instructor questionnaire which is part of an RMIT University information 
systems doctoral study investigating patterns of instruction in online group work. Thank you for 
formally agreeing to participate in this research, your contribution is greatly appreciated. Your 
role, as an instructor (lecturer) of courses is to answer a set of questions that relate to group 
work and online group work. 
The ultimate aim of this research is to design a pattern for online group work. 
In this questionnaire you will be asked a range of short answer, Yes/No or multiple-choice 
questions. Your expertise in learning and teaching in a higher education environment will 
provide the study will invaluable insights. Please attempt all questions. It should take you no 
longer than 30 to 40 minutes to complete the questionnaire. 
Again, thank you for your participation. Your generous contribution to this research project is 
greatly appreciated. 
 Question Knowledge Domain 
1. What is your discipline? Profile 
2. 
What is your course: 
- Undergraduate 
- Postgraduate 
Profile 
3. Is this course offered through a third party provider? Profile 
4. 
Do you use group work as a learning activity? 
 Yes 
 No 
Group Work 
5. 
Which one of the following options best describes the role of 
the instructor in online learning? 
a. being present 
b. being responsive 
c. leading and managing 
d. all of the above 
The Instructor 
6. 
Which one of the following statements best describes the 
attributes of an online instructor? 
a. a master of technology 
The Instructor 
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b. a discipline-specific content expert 
c. a professional familiar with pedagogical practices 
d. an authority on content, pedagogy and the use of 
technology 
7. 
Which one of the following options best describes why an 
instructor would use online group work in their course? 
a. to keep students busy 
b. to allow students to get to know each other 
c. students learn from each other 
d. to encourage students to develop their online 
collaboration skills 
Group Work 
8. 
Technology plays an important role in the planning and design 
of an online course. Select the most positive aspects of using 
technology in the design of online courses: 
a. anywhere, anytime learning 
b. communication is text-based 
c. there is time to think before responding 
d. all of the above 
e. none of the above 
ICT 
9. 
Online group work and course discussion boards are 
sophisticated information systems for hosting virtual 
collaboration. Do you agree that higher education institutions 
are using these online tools to the best advantage? 
 Yes 
 No 
ICT 
10. 
Answer true or false. Strategies to create an online 
collaborative environment are: 
 asking topic-related questions 
 posing problems and expecting responses 
 encouraging discussion and/or debate 
 being present and responsive 
Group Work 
11. 
What strategies do you employ to create a collaborative 
learning environment? 
a. I use problem solving learning tasks 
b. regularly, I post a question to the discussion board 
c. I encourage the students to post questions 
Group Work 
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d. all of the above 
12. 
Do you believe it is higher education’s role to include group 
work skill development in their courses? 
 Yes 
 No 
Group Work 
13. 
Do you believe that using the automated group function in the 
LMS (e.g. Moodle or Blackboard) is an effective way of 
assigning group roles? 
 Yes 
 No 
Group Work 
14. 
How important is it that students work in groups with their 
friends? 
 Very important 
 Not important 
Group Work 
15. 
Do you consult educational research when designing learning 
tasks? 
 Yes 
 No 
Instructional Design 
16. 
The steps in creating online learning tasks are: 
1. consider the content to be learned 
2. consider the technology media available to you 
3. consider the complexity of the content and the degree 
of difficulty of the technology media combined 
4. consider how student-centred learning principles can 
be employed 
5. consider how the task will be assessed and aligned 
with the learning objectives 
6. consider how the learning will be demonstrated using 
technology 
Question: Does this process represent the process you use to 
create learning tasks? Why/why not? 
Instructional Design 
17. 
From your experience of online learning, which is more 
important, A or B? 
A) a simplified plan of designing online courses is: Read; 
Watch; and Do 
Instructional Design 
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B) whereas, Laurillard (2012) claims that teaching is a 
design science and that course objectives dictate how 
the course is designed and offered. 
18. 
Have you heard of pedagogical patterns, patterns for learning 
and teaching? 
 Yes 
 No 
Patterns 
19. 
Patterns for learning: 
 facilitate the documentation of instruction 
 saves preparation time 
 help to develop quality instruction 
 allow instruction strategies to be shared amongst 
colleagues 
 are re-usable 
Question: In your opinion do patterns for learning enhance 
student engagement? 
 Yes 
 No 
Patterns 
20. 
Would you adopt a teaching pattern for online group work if 
there was one readily available? 
 Yes 
 No 
Patterns 
21. 
For you to justify using a teaching pattern for online group 
work would it have to be design and created using known 
learning theories to be valid? 
 Yes 
 No 
Patterns 
22. 
In our contemporary education environment, where the 
development of deep knowledge and high-level cognitive skills 
are essential to success, which of the following attributes 
should a learner possess: 
a. creative thinking skills 
b. personal autonomy 
c. knowledge of self 
d. an active participant in our knowledge society 
The Higher 
Education 
Environment 
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23. 
Do you agree to a face-to-face interview with the 
Phenomenographer? 
 Yes 
 No 
Profile 
 
  
 
Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Appendices  Page 215 
 
APPENDIX FIVE: INTERVIEW GUIDE AND PROMPTING STRATEGIES 
Title of the Research Project: Patterns of Instruction in Online Group Work 
Participant Name Date of Interview Interview Method 
   Face-to-face 
 Skype 
 Telephone  
Introduction 
1. Each interview will commence with an acknowledgement of their willingness to 
participate in the research project. 
2. Introduction of self. 
3. Overview of the research project. 
Good morning/afternoon (participant’s name) 
I am investigating individual experiences of online group work to determine if there are common 
actions taken when managing group work for learning. Your responses will contribute to the 
development of a teaching and learning pattern for online group work. 
I have eleven questions to ask. The same questions have been asked at each interview. 
 Question Prompting Strategies  
(Pitts & Browne 2007) 
1. Can you tell me about some of your recent 
experiences of instructing online group work? 
Remember to use the 
phrases: 
- can you summarise? 
- tell me again 
- under what circumstances? 
- can you remember? 
- why would you? 
2. What are the discipline-specific benefits of using 
online group work in your course? And why? 
3. Can you describe the type of problem-solving tasks, 
or projects your groups undertake? 
4. How does group work help the students achieve the 
course objectives? 
5. From your perspective as the instructor, what do you 
think online group work has to offer that face-to-face 
group work doesn’t? 
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6. Two Parts: 
a. In your opinion, how significant is your role 
and function in online group work? 
b. Can you attribute your management as a 
significant contributor to its success? 
7. Can you think of particular strategies you use to 
prepare your students for online group work? 
8. In two parts: 
a. Can you think of any examples where an 
individual student, or a group of students, has 
been particularly difficult? 
b. How did you manage this situation? 
 
9. Can you tell me about a situation when you have 
reflected on a group work activity and though you 
would handle that differently next time? 
10. Can you tell me how you assess individual group 
members contribution within the group? 
11. What advice would you give a new instructor about 
setting up and managing online group work? 
Closing the Interview: 
- Again, thank the participant for their willingness to participate and providing their 
expertise. 
- Plus, see the participant’s agreement for an opportunity to come back to them should 
the need arise. 
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APPENDIX SIX: BUSINESS COLLEGE HUMAN ETHICS ADVISORY NETWORK  
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APPENDIX SEVEN: PARTICIPANT INFORMATION & CONSENT FORM (PICF) 
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APPENDIX EIGHT: EMAIL INVITATION 
 
CONFIDENTIAL 
 
Dear 
 
I am writing to you to invite you to be part of a small research study. The research is part of a 
PhD Information Systems project investigating the perceptions of instructors about their role in 
group work. Your expertise as Manager, Learning Design at the University would make an 
invaluable contribution. Before you decide to participate, I would urge you to read the 
following material carefully. 
 
Study Purpose 
In my role as Educational Developer, developing fully online courses, I often questioned why 
lecturers were not using online group work in their online courses. Regularly, lecturers would 
respond that they just didn’t have the time, or that offering online groupwork was just too 
difficult to manage. The research will investigate the role of the instructor in online groupwork. 
An outcome of the research is to publish a Teaching and Learning Pattern for Online Group 
Work. Your role in the research would be as an Online Delphi Study Panel Member. 
 
Online Delphi Study 
An Online Delphi Study operates in a number of rounds, usually one or two, possibly three. In 
each round Delphi Panel Members are asked to answer a series of questions. Your answers to 
each of the questions will be synthesized with other Panel Members’ answers, summarised, 
and returned to the Panel for comment. A Consensus Statement will conclude the Delphi 
Study. 
  
Confidentiality 
Your contributions will remain anonymous for all rounds of the Delphi Study. Your title, name, 
job title and employing university will remain confidential throughout the research with the 
use of pseudonyms, for example, Andrew will be replaced with Participant 1 etcetera. 
 
Data Protection 
Equally, all data generated throughout the research will be coded, analysed, and reported 
using pseudonyms. Your confidentiality will be maintained throughout. The results of the 
research may be used in published journals, conference papers and the PhD Thesis. 
  
RMIT Ethics Approval 
The research has been approved by the RMIT University College of Business Ethics Committee. 
If at any time you have concerns about your participation in this research you can contact 
either the Senior Supervisor, the Associate Supervisor, or the Secretary of the College of 
Business Ethics Committee by telephone or email. The contact details are included in the 
Participant Information Consent Form (PICF). You can withdraw from participation at any time 
throughout the research. 
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If you agree to be part of the research, please complete and sign the last page of the attached 
PICF and return it to me by email before (date). 
 
I look forward to you agreeing to be a Delphi Panel Member. I know your contribution to the 
discussions will be invaluable. I trust you will enjoy immersing yourself in the topic of group 
work and teaching and learning patterns. 
 
kind regards 
Lyndall Cooper-Smith, PhD Candidate 
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